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Chapter 1 - Dominic

I hung up the phone, my fingers still gripping the receiver as the weight of the conversation settled in. “Kingsley just awarded the full contract to Victor,” I spat, frustration spilling over.

Apexion Dynamics wasn’t just another company; it was a force in the tech world, pushing boundaries with advanced AI systems, autonomous technology, and a grip on global 5G infrastructure. Securing that contract with Grant Kingsley meant owning a slice of the future, and I had been there every step of the way, negotiating, strategizing, and placing us at the front of the tech industry. Quantum Tech was supposed to build smart city systems and self-driving tech, while Victor’s NeuroCrypt Technologies was responsible for keeping everything secure—shielding it from hackers with advanced encryption.

“You’ve been working on this account for two years. How could Kingsley just hand everything over to Victor?”

I clenched my jaw, glancing at Sebastien, my brother five years my junior, who sat across from me with those piercing green eyes. He had this calm air about him, despite the tension that practically hummed in the room. The skyline of the city stretched out beyond the floor-to-ceiling windows, but the sparkling lights did nothing to cool my rising anger.

“Amber presented a new proposal, and it’s compelling, huge profit margins for both companies if they remove the middleman, me. I can’t believe that Amber swayed Victor to go against me.”

“Are you sure it’s her and he didn’t do this of his own accord?”

Victor had met Amber about a year ago, and shortly after, he proposed to her and soon they were married. Ever since then, we’d been butting heads over business deals and proposals, something we’d never done before.

“It’s her, and this is the last straw. I’ve warned him about her from the beginning, I told him she’s trouble. She’s pushing him to cut corners on the cybersecurity protocols his company provides. He refuses to listen. I’ve seen the proposals he’s submitted; they prioritize cost over quality, using outdated software and inadequate encryption just to increase their profits. She’s turning him into a cutthroat businessman who’s willing to compromise quality just to make a quick buck, and that’s dangerous in our industry. She’s putting a target on his back, and ours.”

“Which means they may do the same to Kingsley.”

“Definitely. But the real problem will arise when Kingsley finds out. With all the partnerships NeuroCrypt Tech and Quantum Tech have established in the past, I can’t afford for the integrity of this company to come into question. If Kingsley loses faith in Victor because of his shoddy practices, it could jeopardize everything we've built. I won’t let Amber’s influence unravel all of this.”

“Then don’t let her come between you and Victor. That’s exactly what she wants. You’ve said before that she’s nothing but a gold digger, and now that she’s married to him, I’m sure she’s already plotting a way to exit the marriage with most, if not all, of his money. Don’t let this destroy your friendship with him. He’s going to need you now more than ever.”

I leaned forward, locking eyes with Sebastien. My voice was steady but hard. “Seb, this isn't just about her. He chose her over two decades of loyalty. Over our partnership. Over everything we built together. How am I supposed to ignore that? ”

Sebastien didn’t respond, but I could see him sizing up the situation in his usual way, contemplating every possible strategy to formulate the best plan of action. His keen thought process, at just age thirty-five, made him one of the biggest owners of a chain of clubs, bars, and lounges in the country. He tugged at his shirt cuffs, revealing just a hint of discomfort at the suit he wore, exposing the compass tattoo on his wrist. He hated wearing suits, but when you came to see me, suits were the rule. It was all part of the image we had to maintain. Appearances were everything.

“The question is, Dom, are you really going to let this woman ruin something that’s taken you both twenty years to create? Isn’t that worth fighting for?”

I gritted my teeth, the frustration churning inside. “He made his choice. He put his personal life ahead of our company’s reputation. I can’t trust him now. If he could sabotage me like this once, what’s stopping him from doing it again?”

“Listen, every friendship goes through struggles. You can’t just cut him out of your life because of this. Instead of focusing on removing Victor, let’s figure out how to deal with Amber. She’s the real problem here, not him.”

I shook my head. “Seb, I get what you’re saying, but I’ve made up my mind.”

Seb leaned in, his tone softening. “Remember how Olivia tried to steal from you, and Victor was the one who found out before any real damage could be done? You shouldn’t turn your back on a friend who stood by you.”

I frowned, recalling Olivia, my former PA and my five-year-old daughter Lucy’s mother. We had gotten too close, and when things soured, it only affected my personal affairs, not the company. But this situation with Victor was different.

“Seb, I appreciate the reminder, but this is different. That was about my personal life. Victor’s actions directly jeopardize our business. He knew how significant this partnership was. If he’s willing to let her come between our business partnership, then maybe it’s time for me to focus on my own path and cut all ties with him and his company.”

Sebastien sighed, tapping his fingers lightly on the polished wood of the table. “Trust in our world is fragile. I get it. But you know as well as anyone, Dom, burning bridges doesn’t build empires.”

“In this case, burning bridges is exactly what we need to do.” Nathaniel, my brother, just three years younger than me, waltzed into my office, his movements light yet purposeful as he took a seat next to Sebastien. His sharp black glasses perched on the tip of his nose. He shot me a knowing look, his green eyes mirroring Seb’s but tinged with anger. “I heard about the news with your precious Victor. I can’t believe you didn’t call me first. I’m your financial advisor, for crying out loud, not some guy off the street. But here I am, learning all the details from social media.”

“What do you mean you’re learning all the details from social media when I just got off the phone with Kingsley a few minutes ago?” I raised an eyebrow as I leaned back in my chair, trying to maintain my composure.

“It’s all over his social media pages. He’s bragging about winning the biggest deal of the century from your company. And that he’s been the one carrying your company for years. I warned you about him, but you wouldn’t listen.”

I clenched my jaw, feeling the heat rise in my chest as I resisted the urge to lash out.

“What? Cat got your tongue?” Nathaniel pressed, his voice dripping with sarcasm. He leaned forward, pushing his glasses to the bridge of his nose as his green eyes narrowed. “Now, everyone thinks that Quantum Tech is some kind of second-hand company. Do you know the financial damage that—”

“Enough!” I snapped, my glare cutting into him. “Let’s not forget that I had been dealing with the finances of this company long before I hired you. Don’t come in here preaching to me about financial complications!” I slammed my hand on the desk, the sound echoing through the room.

Nathaniel leaned back, folding his arms defiantly across his chest. “If something isn’t done, Victor’s remarks against this company could cost us millions. We can’t afford to bury our heads in the sand. Victor has shown us who he really is, and it’s time we treated him as such.”

Sebastien nodded, leaning forward slightly. “Nate makes a valid point. We can’t ignore Victor’s ramblings. He’s not just threatening this company; he’s jeopardizing all the others we’ve built together. If one crashes, they could all go down like a domino effect. We need to act, not just to protect ourselves, but to safeguard everything we’ve worked for.”

“So, what’s the plan to take Victor down?” Nate asked, glancing between Seb and me.

“Nate,” Seb said, “you’re sounding as though we’re going to war. I think if Dom speaks to him as a friend, things can be resolved.”

“Ha! Victor is gunning for Quantum Tech’s jugular and you want to sit with him and cuddle? Dom, we need to come up with a plan, quick, before things escalate.”

In truth, I didn’t have all the answers yet. But I knew one thing for sure: letting Victor get away with this would set the wrong precedent. In our world, power is all about perception. If people thought they could cross me without consequence, I’d lose control. That wasn’t an option.

I hadn’t clawed my way to the top by letting others walk all over me. I built this empire from the ground up, dragging my brothers with me after our parents died in that plane crash. I was only twenty when it happened, but I fought tooth and nail to keep us together, to rise above everything. Victor had been one of the few people I had let into that tight circle, and now his betrayal felt like a knife in the back.

“I’m not going to react on impulse. That’s what he’s counting on. I’ll let him believe he’s won, for now. Let him get comfortable. Overconfident.” I leaned back in my chair, a plan already starting to form in my mind. “Then, I’ll strike. I’ve built this empire by thinking two steps ahead of everyone, not by brute force. I’ll use every connection, every favor I’m owed, to make sure the deal he thinks he’s secured becomes his downfall. By the time I’m done, he won’t just regret crossing me, he’ll be begging for a way out.”

“Good. Keep me posted on this plan,” Nate said as he stood up. “I have another meeting across town in about an hour. I’ll see you guys soon.”

As Nate exited, Seb was about to say something when a knock at the door interrupted him. “Come in,” I called, my voice still simmering with frustration.

Mrs. Lila Harper, my personal assistant for the past six years, entered the room, her large belly leading the way as she waddled gracefully despite being heavily pregnant. There was a serene glow on her face, a soft smile that seemed almost out of place against the tension that still lingered in the air. “Here are the files for the candidates applying for internships in the company,” she said gently, placing the folder on the desk.

“Thank you, Lila,” I replied, making an effort to match her calm demeanor, though the storm inside me was far from settled.

She gave me a warm smile, nodding slightly before turning to leave. As Lila exited, Sebastien’s gaze followed her, his expression shifting to one of mild concern as the door shut behind her.

“Lila looks like she’s about to pop. I can’t believe you’re no closer to finding a PA, and she’s leaving in just a few days. Didn’t the agency send over any candidates? You’re cutting it close, Dom.”

I sighed, rubbing my temples. “I know. It’s not easy finding someone who can keep up around here. No one in that last batch looked promising. Lila’s practically irreplaceable.”

Sebastien raised an amused eyebrow. “Promising as in their qualifications, or promising as in the pictures they sent?”

I shot him a sardonic glance. “You know I don’t mix business with pleasure.” At least not anymore, I added silently, the ghost of old regrets flickering at the edge of my mind. The memory of past indiscretions was a bitter reminder of how far I’d come, and how much I’d changed.

Sebastien nodded, a knowing smile on his face as he stood up to leave. “Dinner tomorrow at your place?”

“Yes,” I confirmed, leaning back in my chair. “And tell the other knuckleheads to be on time, or Lucy will have their heads.”

He chuckled, the sound light and easily dissipating the tension in the room. “Got it, Dom. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

As Sebastien headed for the door, his long sandy-blonde ponytail swayed with a subtle grace on his back.

“You really need to cut that thing,” I called after him, my tone laced with mock exasperation.

“No, I don’t,” he replied, his voice steady as he walked out, not even glancing back.

I turned my attention to the files spread across my desk, flipping through them with a growing sense of frustration. Just as I was about to give up hope, one particular file caught my eye. I scanned the name at the top: Emily Montgomery. Intrigued, I delved deeper into her qualifications, and a smile crept across my face as I read through her impressive credentials. This candidate had everything I needed in a personal assistant, and then some.

Without wasting a moment, I picked up my phone and dialed Lila. “Get me an appointment with Ms. Emily Montgomery at 10 a.m. tomorrow morning,” I instructed.

As I hung up, a smile curved my lips. The steps to Victor's downfall began to play out in my mind, each detail falling into place like pieces of a well-crafted puzzle. Tomorrow will be the first move in a game he’ll never see coming.


Chapter 2 -Emily

I meticulously chose my attire for today: a long flowing floral skirt, an oversized red sweater, and sensible flats. To me, it felt like a blend of comfort and charm. My long, straight brunette hair was neatly pulled back, and my large stylish glasses seemed to magnify my nervousness. This internship was a golden opportunity, especially since just a few days ago, I had stumbled upon an email about it and hurriedly applied. I needed to make a good impression.

I stepped out of the bathroom and emerged into our shared living room that opened out into the kitchen space as Kristi’s laughter rang out, cutting through my moment of self-satisfaction.

“Emily! You look like you’re about to take a knitting class with a group of grandmas, not an interview that could change your life!”

Kristi stood there, effortlessly chic as always, with her blonde hair cropped into a sharp bob that framed her angular face. Her bright blue eyes sparkled with mischief as she leaned casually against the kitchen counter, dressed in ripped jeans and a fitted black tank top. She had that air of unshakable confidence I always admired, effortlessly cool, like she belonged in a magazine spread.

Kristi and I met on the first day of college, and we'd been inseparable ever since. After graduation, we chose to move to my father's pool house. With Kristi losing her parents when she was just sixteen and having no siblings, our bond deepened, evolving into something more like family than just friendship.

I shrugged, glancing at my reflection in the hallway mirror. “I think it’s cute,” I defended, twirling to show off the flowy fabric. “Besides, I don’t need to impress anyone with my attire when I have first-class honors in Electrical Engineering. My brain is my best accessory.”

Kristi smirked, not missing a beat. “Sure, your brain is great and all,” she said, scrolling through her social media feed. “But Dominic Quantum is literally the hottest bachelor out there! Have you seen his pictures on social media? Totally dreamy.”

While Kristi obsessed over the who's who of social media, I stayed far away from it. I had to stay focused on my education, and now that that chapter was behind me, my only focus was building my career.

She turned the screen toward me, showing a picture of Dominic, his smile radiating charm, alongside a headline about his recent philanthropic efforts. “He just donated ten million dollars to a children's cancer hospital! Can you believe that? He’s single and ready to mingle, and the blogs are buzzing! Girl, this is your chance to snag your dream job and a man!”

Kristi’s blue eyes gleamed with mischief as she leaned in closer. "And he looks like the type of man who knows exactly how to please his woman."

“Kristi, stop,” I muttered, trying to brush off her teasing, but I could feel the blush creeping up my cheeks. She had this uncanny way of turning every conversation into something about me finding a guy and losing my virginity as if it were some rite of passage I was late for.

Kristi raised an eyebrow. “What? Don’t tell me you’re still hung up on what that idiot Jonathan said.”

Jonathan and I had met in our first year of college Math class, and at first, things were great, he was cute, and we hit it off. But the one time things started to get physical between us, he looked at me in my underwear and said he didn’t realize I was “this big.” I let out a bitter laugh at the memory. Since then, I’d been covering up. It was just easier that way.

Kristi’s playful demeanor shifted, and for a moment, she was serious. “Emily, that guy was a complete jerk. You’re gorgeous, and you’ve got way more to offer than some superficial nonsense.”

I forced a small smile, trying to shake off the embarrassment, but the memory still lingered, raw and painful. Kristi meant well, but she didn’t know what it felt like, how those words had stuck with me, making me second-guess every outfit, every glance in the mirror.

“Thanks,” I mumbled. “But honestly, today’s about acing that interview. That’s all I’m focused on.”

Kristi smirked, crossing her arms. “I agree. I need you to nail this interview. I’m counting on you to get that job so I can get the inside scoop. You know, a little gossip to help kick start my journalism career.”

I raised an eyebrow, pretending to be offended. “So, you’re just going to use me to get all the gossip on dreamy Dominic Quantum?”

Kristi grinned. “Isn’t that what best friends are for?”

We both burst out laughing, the tension from the interview nerves easing up for a moment.

“But Em, seriously, you need to stand out in that interview. There will be tons of young women gunning for the same job. First impressions matter! If you show up in that, they might ask you to bake some cookies and pull out a rocking chair for you.”

“Ha ha,” I replied dryly, a small smile tugging at my lips.

Kristi circled me like a vulture, pulling and tugging at my clothing. “With the assets you’ve got, you need to add a little more... pizzazz!”

“Pizzazz?” I laughed, tugging at my sweater. “Nobody wants to see a chunky girl like me flaunting anything.”

“Girl, it’s not about showing skin. It’s about finding clothes that fit you right and make you feel confident.” Kristi’s eyes sparkled with determination.

“And have everyone staring at me? No, thank you. I’d rather stay out of the spotlight.” I shrugged, casting my gaze down at the floor.

Kristi folded her arms across her chest, tapping her foot impatiently. “Do you want this job or not?”

I sighed, “Fine. What do you suggest, fashion guru?”

Kristi’s eyes lit up, as she grabbed my arm and dragged me to my closet. She began rummaging through my closet, tossing clothes aside as if searching for buried treasure.

“Let’s see... You need something that says, ‘I’m smart and adorable but also ready for an adventure!’ Something like…aha!” Kristi exclaimed, her eyes lighting up with excitement. She pulled out a long-sleeved white button-down fitted blouse adorned with ruffles at the cuffs, paired with a calf-length black skirt that hugged my curves without feeling too tight.

“And those flats? Not happening,” she declared, already rushing out of the room. She returned moments later, triumphantly holding up a sleek pair of black pumps.

She raised a hand to halt my protest. “Once you snag the job, you can wear those flats. But until then, it’s all about the pumps.”

I couldn’t help but smile at her enthusiasm. “Alright, let’s do it. But if I end up in an embarrassing situation, I’m blaming you!”

Kristi grinned widely. “Deal! Now, let’s get you dressed. Time to turn my cute nerdy best friend into a knockout!”

An hour later, I stepped into Dominic Quantum’s office, my stomach a whirlwind of nerves. As the door clicked shut behind me, a wave of panic surged through me, and I suddenly felt like a trapped mouse. My heart pounded in my chest as I took in the sleek, modern decor and the imposing view of the city skyline. I had anticipated an interview with someone from HR, not Mr. Quantum himself.

“You can do this, Em. Pull yourself together,” I murmured to myself, my voice barely more than a whisper.

I glanced up at the man seated behind the imposing desk. Dominic Quantum, the man of the hour, looked every bit the part of the prestigious head of Quantum Edge Technologies. Despite his bulky frame, he seemed almost swallowed by the desk, his sharp features set in a contemplative expression. He was even more handsome in person than in his pictures. His dark, wavy hair was slicked back, silver highlights adding a touch of distinction to his look. His suit, impeccably tailored, hugged his frame, the fabric stretching just enough to reveal the subtle ripple of his muscles as he moved. But I couldn’t help but feel that something about him felt familiar, too familiar.

“Ms. Montgomery?” A voice jolted me back to the present, and I blinked at Mr. Quantum.

“Yes, sir, Mr. Quantum, sir,” I stammered, realizing that I had been so lost in my thoughts that I hadn’t heard a single word he’d said.

Great way to make a first impression, I chided myself.

“Please, take a seat,” he said, gesturing to the chair in front of his desk.

Clutching my handbag under one arm and my envelope with my resume in the other, I made my way to his desk. Just as I was within a few steps of it, my foot caught on something. I stumbled forward, and before I could react, I was falling, landing face-down on the plush carpet, the sharp sting of embarrassment burning my cheeks.

To make matters worse, two top buttons on my blouse popped off and tumbled across the floor. Mortified, I scrambled to my feet, my face flushed with humiliation. I clutched the envelope to my chest, desperately trying to shield my now-exposed black-laced bra and my cleavage that had become visible. My pride was in tatters as I fumbled to retrieve the fallen buttons and pressed the envelope close to me, my movements clumsy and frantic.

Mr. Quantum remained seated, his expression unreadable, his piercing blue eyes fixed on me with a cold detachment. What kind of man was he? Shouldn’t he at least have helped me up? Was chivalry really dead?

Pushing my thoughts aside, I quickly made my way to the chair in front of him and sank into it, doing my best to compose myself despite the fiery embarrassment.

“Thank you for interviewing me, Mr. Quantum,” I said, my voice trembling slightly.

Mr. Quantum’s gaze remained steady, and his next words held brutal critique as they cut through the air like a knife. “Ms. Montgomery, what makes you think you have the ability to intern at this company when you can barely make it from the door to the chair?”

“Mr. Quantum,” I began softly, forcing myself to keep his steady, intimidating gaze, “I understand that my entrance was less than ideal. However, I can assure you that my performance in the classroom reflects my true capabilities. I graduated with first-class honors, and I’ve worked incredibly hard to get here. I believe my academic achievements and my drive to succeed can contribute positively to Quantum Edge Technologies.”

His eyes narrowed, his voice a hint of irritation as he spoke, “Your resume, Ms. Montgomery.”

I froze, my heart racing as I tried to retrieve the papers from the envelope. But before I could even get a grip on them, the sharpness in Mr. Quantum’s voice stopped me. “Hand me the envelope with the papers.”

Flustered and acutely aware of my exposed breasts, I reluctantly handed over the envelope, clutching my handbag tightly in an attempt to cover myself.

“Stop fidgeting, Ms. Montgomery,” he said, his tone clipped, as he flipped through my resume.

I sat with my hands on my lap, gripping my purse tightly, trying to suppress my embarrassment. Mr. Quantum’s gaze darted up from the resume, briefly meeting mine before sliding down to my exposed cleavage. His intense, invasive stare made me feel flustered and unnervingly self-conscious.

Suddenly, his expression shifted and his eyes met mine.

“With first-class honors, you can intern anywhere. Why choose Quantum Tech?” he drawled.

“Mr. Quantum, I wanted to be a part of a company that I believed would allow me to gain real-life experience before I ventured into the workplace.”

“This isn’t a playground; it’s a competitive market. If you want to succeed here, you’ll have to put in the work and the hours. You’ll also have to learn how to take constructive criticism. I didn’t build this company by coddling feelings.”

I took a deep breath, “Understood.”

He nodded slightly, his demeanor shifting just a fraction.

“Good. What do you think is the most crucial skill for someone in this industry?”

“Adaptability,” I replied without hesitation. “The market is always changing, and being able to pivot quickly can make or break a business. Companies that resist change get left behind.”

“Interesting perspective,” he said, his brows furrowing slightly as he scribbled on his notepad. “And how would you handle a team conflict?”

“I believe in open communication. It’s essential to address issues directly, allowing everyone to voice their concerns. Sometimes, simply listening can resolve misunderstandings before they escalate.”

He leaned forward, assessing me. “And what do you think sets our company apart from our competitors?”

“Your commitment to innovation and customer satisfaction. You don’t just follow trends; you create them. That’s why I’m eager to be part of your team, I want to contribute to that forward-thinking culture.”

“Solid answers,” he said, his voice betraying a hint of approval. “Last question: where do you see yourself in five years?”

“I see myself in a leadership role, helping to shape strategies that drive growth and foster a collaborative environment. I want to lead a team that’s not afraid to push boundaries.”

Mr. Quantum leaned back in his chair, his eyes narrowing as he considered my response. “Very ambitious. I like that.”

Good God! Why was his voice so alluring yet authoritative? I could feel the goosebumps prickling my skin.

Focus, Em, focus!

With a curt nod, he extended his hand. “Thank you for coming, Ms. Montgomery. We will send you an email letting you know if you made the team.”

As our hands met, a spark rippled through me, an electric connection that left me momentarily breathless. I quickly withdrew my hand, gathering my composure.

“Thank you, Mr. Quantum,” I said, a mix of excitement and nerves bubbling within me. I turned to leave, the sound of my heels clicking against the floor. I took a deep breath when I exited his office, feeling as though I could finally breathe after the weight of the interview.

As I walked to my car, my thoughts swirled in my mind, each one competing for attention. I replayed the questions, my answers, and that fleeting spark during our handshake. Was it enough?

When I finally got home, I found Dad lounging by the pool, flipping through a newspaper. I didn’t even have to say a word; he could read my expression like a book. “What happened, Em?” he asked, concern etched on his face. As I recounted the details of my interview, his eyes widened in recognition when I mentioned Dominic’s name.

“You know,” Dad began, his voice steady, “Dominic was my best friend.”

I gasped. Being abroad at college, where Dad visited me more than I did him and staying off social media explained why I hadn’t recognized Mr. Quantum.

“I haven’t seen him in so long. I knew he looked familiar.” Then something dawned on me. “Why did you say he was your friend? Did something happen between you guys?”

“I recently closed a major deal without him, and he’s stopped talking to me. But I’m happy that he is considering you for the internship, considering our differences, since I’m sure he recognized who you were.”

His words struck me like a slap. That would explain Mr. Quantum’s coldness towards me. I had been looking forward to this position, dreaming of what it could lead to, but now it felt tainted. The prospect of accepting a job where I was unsure of how I would be treated didn't sound appealing to me.

Yet, Dad's insistence that I should take the position shocked me. “You can’t let my relationship with Dom dictate your future,” he urged. “If they call you back, you’ve got to accept. You’re a Montgomery and we don’t back down from a challenge. If you want to make a name for yourself, then there’s no better place to do it than at Quantum Tech.”

I hesitated, weighing my options. I’d never get another opportunity like this again. It would only make sense to accept if they offered me the internship. I was a fun-loving person, and I was sure that after spending some time with me, Mr. Quantum, or should I say Uncle Dom, would come around.

With a deep breath, I made a silent promise to myself: I would seize this opportunity, and thrive in this competitive world, no matter what it took.


Chapter 3 - Dominic

“Lucy, you’ve got two more plates to put on the dining table,” Mrs. Kensington called out, her voice steady as she stood over the stove. The rich aroma of garlic and simmering tomatoes filled the air as she stirred the pot, the scent immediately curled around me as I stepped into the kitchen.

I had gotten home from work about thirty minutes before, but Mrs. Kensington’s rule stood firm, I had to shower before entering her kitchen. Her domain, her rules. And after more than a decade with us, I respected them as much as I respected her. Even though she was technically the housekeeper, she had become something much more over the years—a mother figure, not just to Lucy but to me and my brothers as well. She had a way of caring for us that went beyond her duties, filling the gaps our own mother had left behind.

“Mrs. Kay, something smells amazing,” I said, smiling as I grabbed a cold bottle of water from the refrigerator. The cool air washed over me, a welcome contrast to the heat from the stove.

“That’s because it’s my favorite, Daddy,” Lucy piped up, bouncing into the kitchen with a wide grin. Her eyes sparkled, their deep brown hue. “Spaghetti and meatballs.”

“With a fresh salad, since someone promised to eat her veggies if I made her favorite. Remember?” Mrs. Kensington shot a playful look at Lucy, her voice full of that gentle authority only she could pull off.

Lucy pouted, her little lip jutting out just enough to make you feel guilty for saying no to her. She nodded, her brown curls bouncing slightly with the movement.

Geez, she looked so much like her mother. Those big, round brown eyes, filled with innocence, were eyes I could never say no to. They mirrored the gaze of the only woman who ever truly stole my heart, and the only woman who ever shattered it to pieces. It had been four years since she left, walked out and never looked back. I hadn’t dated anyone since, pouring all my energy into work and raising Lucy, trying to fill the void in both our lives.

“And if you eat all your dinner, salad included,” Mrs. Kensington said, raising a brow at her, “you get…”

“A huge slice of chocolate cake!” Lucy grinned, her eyes lighting up as if the cake itself were already on her plate.

Mrs. Kensington laughed, her voice a soft hum of affection. “I’m not so sure about the huge part, but you’ll definitely get a slice.” She wiped her hands on her apron and pointed at the plates and utensils on the kitchen counter. “Now, finish setting the table, young lady. Your uncles will be arriving soon.”

Lucy, excited as ever, scurried off to place the last plates on the table in the dining room.

With Lucy out of earshot, Mrs. Kensington turned to me, her expression shifting from playful to sincere.

“How was work?” she asked, her hands skillfully stirring the pot, the fragrant steam swirling around us.

“Same old, same old,” I replied with a slight shrug, the familiar weight of the office hanging over me.

“Any plans for the weekend ahead?” Mrs. Kensington asked casually, glancing over her shoulder as she sprinkled a dash of spices into the bubbling sauce.

I chuckled, the corners of my mouth lifting. I knew exactly where this conversation was headed. “You know, Mrs. Kay, I’ve never known you to beat around the bush.” I took a long sip of my water, feeling the coolness refresh me as I kept my gaze focused on her warm, motherly eyes.

She placed the cover on her pot with a soft clank and turned off the stove, her brow slightly furrowed in concern. Just then, Lucy burst back into the room, her little hands filled with utensils, before scurrying out again with a giggle.

“When are you bringing home a wife, Mr. Quantum?” Mrs. Kensington asked, her voice now more direct but still laced with affection. “You can’t keep working yourself to the bone without a female companion to share your life with.”

“Don’t worry, Mrs. Kay,” I replied, a smile creeping onto my face despite her words. “Once I find her, you’ll be the first to know.”

“Once you find who?” Sebastien asked, striding into the kitchen with a bottle of wine in hand. He wore a sleeveless t-shirt that showcased his tattoos. He leaned down to plant a kiss on Mrs. Kensington’s cheek, before placing the wine bottle on the kitchen counter.

“Mrs. Kay wants Daddy to find a wife,” Lucy chimed in, skipping into the kitchen and wrapping her arms around Sebastien’s waist. “Hi, Uncle Seb!”

I shot a quick glance at Lucy, a mix of admiration and sadness swirling in my chest; her perceptiveness was a reminder of how quickly she was growing up, despite our attempts to keep things hidden from her.

“Hey, Lucy!” he replied, tousling her hair with a grin before lifting her effortlessly onto the kitchen counter, bringing her face-to-face with him. “Is that so? A wife, huh? And what do you think about that?”

“Seb—” I shot him a stern look, hoping to redirect the conversation, but he just waved me off, focusing on Lucy.

“It would be nice to have a mommy,” Lucy admitted, her voice small as a hint of sadness flickered in her eyes. “And I’d be just like the other kids at school.” My heart ached at her words, her longing pressing down on me.

“Don’t worry, princess,” Seb said gently, a playful glint in his eye. “Uncle Seb will help find you a mommy.”

Lucy always had her uncles wrapped around her finger; they’d do anything to make her happy. The only problem was, how in the world was Seb going to turn that promise into a reality?

“Are we on the topic of finding Dom a wife, again?”

Lucy’s eyes lit up, her excitement infectious. “Uncle Leo!”

Sebastien helped her off the counter, and she dashed towards Leonardo, wrapping her small arms around his thick, muscular leg, which seemed to dominate the kitchen doorway. He was built more like a lumberjack than the high-profile lawyer he was, with broad shoulders and a friendly smile that could disarm anyone. At just thirty-three, he had his own law firm and, to date, he hadn’t lost a case, something he took every opportunity to remind us of.

With a gentle chuckle, he lifted Lucy into his arms, her giggles echoing through the kitchen as he presented her with a gift bag. “This is for you. Hey, guys! Hey, Mrs. Kensington.”

“Hi, Leo.” Mrs. Kensington smiled. “Let me start putting dinner on the table; you boys must be hungry.”

As Mrs. Kensington began setting dinner on the table, Lucy eagerly followed her, helping while Sebastien, Leonardo, and I engaged in conversation in the kitchen.

Sebastien leaned against the counter, casually. “So, how did the interview with Emily go?”

I shot him a pointed look. “How did you know about the interview?”

He shrugged, a smirk tugging at the corner of his mouth. “I have my ways.”

“Emily, as in Emily Montgomery? Victor’s daughter?” Leo interjected, his expression sharpening.

“Yup, the one and only,” Seb stated, his tone dripping with sarcasm.

“Look, she sent in an application for the internship. Was I supposed to ignore it?” I shot back, my voice firm.

Leo shrugged. “You could have. Nate filled me in on the whole Victor situation. Trust me, now is not the time to get your hands dirty with his daughter.”

Sebastien crossed his arms, his casual demeanor shifting into something more serious. “I agree. Things could backfire. Your beef is with Victor, not her. Don’t lose focus.”

“Oh, is it? If I want to make Victor hurt the most, Emily is my best target. She came to me; I didn’t go seeking her out,” I informed them.

“And what if someone comes after Lucy because of your choices?” Leo countered, his tone a mix of concern and caution.

I met his gaze without flinching. “That’s a risk we all signed up for whether we know it or not. She has five amazing uncles to protect her. Emily is vulnerable; it’s not my fault she lacks a solid support system. All she has is that college friend Kristi, that conniving witch Amber, and her pathetic excuse for a father, Victor. She’s an easy target.”

“Wait, you did a background check on her?” Seb asked with a raised eyebrow.

“I have my guys do background checks on everyone I interview, it’s typical protocol.”

Leo's eyes narrowed, his voice low and cautious. “I don’t like this one bit. Karma can be a bitch, Dominic.”

“Ohhh, Uncle Leo said a bad word!” Lucy declared dramatically as she walked in, her eyes wide with horror.

I raised an eyebrow at Leo.

“I’m sorry, sweetheart. It won’t happen again,” he replied with a sheepish grin, trying to suppress a laugh.

Muffled voices echoed in the hallway, gradually becoming clearer as they approached the kitchen.

“All I’m saying is you need to ramp up the PR for the company. With all the garbage Victor's spewing online, you have to be out there fixing the damage,” Nathaniel said as he addressed Vincent, the face of Quantum Tech.

“And all I’m saying is that I need to have a word with the boss first. Don’t forget the chain of command, bro.” Vincent was the kind of guy who could have you eating out of his hand in two minutes flat, effortlessly talking his way out of any situation.

“Hey, guys, is dinner ready? I’m starving,” Vincent called out, swaggering into the room and giving us pats on the back.

“You’re always starving, Uncle Vince,” Lucy chimed in, reentering the room with a playful roll of her eyes.

Vincent leaned down to kiss Lucy on her forehead, a warm smile spreading across his face. “That’s because Mrs. Kay cooks the best meals ever!”

“Vincent,” Mrs. Kensington smiled as she walked in behind Lucy, “I know what you’re doing, trying to charm an old lady for extra dessert.”

“Old? I don’t see any old ladies here,” he grinned, moving over to snake his arm around her shoulders. “What I see is a vibrant, amazing chef.” Then Vincent looked around, raising an eyebrow. “Wait, Mrs. Kay, have these hooligans been standing here doing nothing while you and Lucy set the table alone?” He gently removed the dish from Mrs. Kensington’s hands. “Let me get that for you. Come on, guys, let’s go before the food gets cold!”

Mrs. Kensington laughed, her eyes twinkling with delight, as we all hurried to finish setting the table. On nights when my brothers were over, she always went home afterward. After setting the table and saying her goodbyes, I walked her to the door and caught sight of her cab waiting in the driveway.

“Enjoy the rest of your night, Mrs. Kay,” I said, my voice sincere.

“Thank you, and I hope you do too.” She smiled, her warmth lingering in the air. Then, her expression shifted slightly. “And Dominic, please think about what I said.” She gave me one last knowing look before heading to her cab.

I waited until the vehicle pulled away before I closed the door behind me and turned toward the dining room, where Lucy and the guys had already begun to devour the spread laid out on the table.

“Hey, I thought we didn’t eat until everyone was here! And Axel hasn’t arrived yet.” I sat at the head of the table with Lucy on my right.

“It was all Lucy’s idea,” Vincent replied, a smirk playing on his lips as he popped a meatball into his mouth. “She said Uncle Axel is always late, so we should start eating without him. And it was unfair for us to wait when he should’ve been here on time. Honestly, I have to agree with her logic.”

I folded my arms, chuckling. “Vince, Lucy said all of that?”

“No, Daddy,” Lucy interjected with a grin. “What I said was that the faster we eat all this food, the quicker we get to dessert!”

“Fine, fine! Go ahead and eat,” I relented, shaking my head with amusement.

As dinner progressed, Vince regaled us with one of his signature charm-filled stories. Lucy clung to his every word, her eyes wide with wonder and her mouth slightly agape in awe. Vince had always possessed the gift of entertainment, effortlessly drawing in a crowd with just the allure of his voice.

“Sorry I’m late, traffic was a nightmare,” Axel declared, as he waltzed into the room, ruffling Lucy's hair affectionately as he slid into the chair beside Vince.

“Nice of you to finally grace us with your presence,” I said.

“Hey, if the food’s still hot, I’m good,” Axel shot back, flashing a grin.

As the others took turns entertaining Lucy with stories, my mind drifted back to Emily and how drastically she had changed from the teenage girl I once knew. The memory lingered—her curves now perfectly accentuated. I couldn’t shake the image of her desperately trying to cover herself when her buttons popped off, a fleeting reminder of the awkward girl I remembered.

Despite the vulnerability beneath her composed façade, she held her ground during my probing questions in the interview, but the faint flush of color in her cheeks betrayed the tension she tried to conceal.

I was caught off guard by her transformation and found myself reflecting on the small details: her nervous smile, the fire in her determined responses, and the chemistry that crackled between us.

Tomorrow, I’d officially hire her, the perfect pawn in my game of revenge. I had always believed in collecting debts, and Emily would be the price Victor would have to pay for snatching that deal we were meant to work on together.


Chapter 4 - Emily

Subject: Job Offer: Personal Assistant Position

Dear Emily Montgomery,

We are pleased to inform you that you have been hired as the new Personal Assistant to Dominic Quantum at Quantum Edge Technologies. Your official start date is tomorrow, and you are expected to report to the office at 8:00 AM.

As part of your role, you will be responsible for managing Mr. Quantum's schedule, coordinating meetings, and handling correspondence. We expect you to bring your organizational skills and attention to detail to ensure the smooth operation of his office.

Your salary and job specifications are outlined in the attachment below. We believe you will be a valuable addition to our team.

Welcome aboard!

Best regards,

Sandy O’Connor

Human Resources

Quantum Edge Technologies

I sat at my desk for over an hour, the email from Quantum Edge Technologies glowing on my screen. It detailed my new position as the Personal Assistant to Dominic Quantum. My heart raced as I absorbed the news, particularly the generous salary that accompanied this unexpected role. I had walked into that interview expecting to apply for an internship, never imagining I would be chosen to work directly under Mr. Quantum.

The memory of the interview flooded back. Mr. Quantum had been all business, his demeanor sharp and unyielding, his eyes barely flickering with recognition. Was Dad sure he had recognized me? Did he know exactly who I was when he made the offer? The thought twisted my stomach in knots. I had always known him as Uncle Dom, the man who taught me how to ride a bike and cheered for me at my school plays. But now, it was as if that version of him had evaporated, leaving only the intimidating figure in a suit, sharp angles and cold stares. I wasn’t sure if I was mourning the loss of a family connection or dreading the unknown.

Dad had insisted that I accept the job if it was offered. He understood my desire to branch out on my own, to make a name for myself, and he also believed this opportunity would be invaluable. Despite the rift between him and Uncle Dom, Dad was confident Uncle Dom would look after me. I just hoped I could still glimpse some shred of the man I once knew beneath the executive’s icy façade.

Tomorrow, I would step into this new role, determined to prove myself. Perhaps working for him wouldn’t be as bad as I feared.

A familiar knock echoed through the living room, pulling me from my thoughts. I opened the door to find Dad standing there, and on his arm, Amber, my stepmother. Her red hair cascaded down her back, her keen green eyes fixed on him with an almost unbreakable affection. Since Amber had married Dad about nine months ago, there was a new light in his eyes, a brightness that had been absent for years. He looked genuinely happy, and as long as he was happy, so was I.

“Hey, sweetheart!” Dad exclaimed, pulling me into a warm embrace. His familiar cologne, a comforting mix of cedar and sandalwood, washed over me, grounding me in the comfort of home.

“Dad, Amber, come in!” I welcomed them, stepping aside to let them into the living room.

“We’re actually on our way to a very important meeting,” Dad said, his voice filled with anticipation. “But we had to check in, did you hear anything from Quantum Tech yet?”

I took a deep breath, excitement bubbling inside me. “I got the job as Uncle Dom’s PA!” I replied, trying to keep my voice steady, though it wavered nervously.

Dad’s face lit up, the lines around his eyes crinkling with pride. “That’s fantastic, Emily! I knew you could do it!”

Amber chimed in, her voice cheerful and melodic, “That’s wonderful news! We should celebrate. How about dinner tomorrow night? Just the three of us?”

I nodded, the idea of a family dinner warming my heart. “Sounds good to me.”

“Speaking of family,” Amber continued, her brow slightly furrowed as if she were navigating delicate territory, “has Kristi found a place of her own yet?”

I shook my head, feeling a pang of protectiveness toward my best friend. “No, she hasn’t. Should she be looking?”

Amber tilted her head, her smile soft but her tone too smooth. “You know, every young person should experience life on their own at some point,” she said with a sweetness that didn’t quite mask the suggestion beneath. Her eyes flicked briefly to Dad, almost seeking validation. “It’s such an important part of growing up, don’t you think?”

“I thought you both agreed that Kristi and I could stay for as long as we want. If Kristi moves, then I’m moving with her,” I stated firmly.

I watched Dad’s face shift, his brow creasing slightly as he weighed both our words. “It’s okay,” he said, his voice calm and reassuring. “Kristi can stay as long as she needs. This place is big enough for all of us.”

The house was certainly big enough, sprawling rooms with floor-to-ceiling windows that overlooked a perfectly manicured lawn, a glistening pool house tucked in the back with its own guest suite. Space had never been an issue. But still, Amber’s smile didn’t falter, even though I noticed a slight tightening around her eyes.

“Of course, darling,” she replied smoothly, placing a hand on his arm. “I just want what’s best for everyone, especially you.”

There was a flicker of something deeper in her words, but before I could probe further, Kristi jogged up behind Dad and Amber. She was dressed in her usual running gear, leggings, a tank top, and earbuds still nestled in her ears. She slowed to a stop, pulling the earbuds out with a quick smile, slightly out of breath.

“Hey, everyone!” she greeted, waving as she jogged past them and into the pool house.

Amber’s gaze lingered on her for just a second too long, but she said nothing. I turned back to Dad, who smiled.

“We’ll see you at dinner tomorrow!” he said, kissing my forehead. As they left, Amber gave me one last smile, polite, perfect, and just a little too poised.

I watched them leave, a knot tightening in my chest. I couldn’t shake the feeling that tomorrow’s dinner would be more than just a celebration. Something about Amber’s words, her timing, it felt like the start of something more complicated.

But I had to push those thoughts aside for now. When I told Kristi about the job, she insisted I get a new wardrobe since I couldn’t show up as the PA of the hottest man in the country dressed like Nanny McPhee.

The rest of the day, Kristi and I spent shopping for my work wardrobe. We browsed store after store, filling bags with sleek blouses, tailored pants, and a few structured blazers. Kristi was in her usual teasing mood, throwing playful comments my way. “So, since Dom’s your ‘Uncle,’ maybe I should have a go at him, since it might be weird for you,” she quipped with a mischievous grin, nudging me in the ribs.

“Kristi!” I laughed, shaking my head. “That’s so inappropriate.”

“That’s exactly what I want to be with him—inappropriate! ” She winked, and I groaned in response.

But then, I remembered yesterday—how his gaze had lingered on my breasts as I handed him the envelope. A blush crept to my cheeks at the thought. I hadn’t told Kristi about that incident; I was just grateful she wasn’t home when I returned from the interview.

Noticing my sudden silence, Kristi turned to me, her playful demeanor softening. “Hey, are you okay?” she asked, her brow furrowing with concern. “You seem a little nervous.”

I sighed, rubbing the back of my neck. “I just… I don’t know if I’m really cut out for this. I signed up to be an intern. You know, learn from the bottom up, not start as a PA! What if I mess up?”

Kristi took a step closer, her expression serious but supportive. “Emily, you are more than deserving of this position. You’ve worked hard for it, and you’re going to do a great job. Just remember that Uncle Dom wouldn’t have offered it if he didn’t believe in you.”

Her words warmed me, wrapping around my anxious thoughts like a cozy blanket. I nodded, feeling a bit steadier. “Thanks, Kristi. I really needed to hear that.”

“Anytime! Now, let’s find you the perfect shoes to match that confidence,” she said, her playful spirit returning.

We tried on outfits, took silly mirror selfies, and grabbed iced coffees as we pieced together the perfect professional wardrobe.

That night, after Kristi and I got home, I laid out my outfit for the next day. A crisp red blouse with delicate lace trim, paired with high-waisted navy slacks that flared slightly at the ankle. The whole look was polished yet understated, perfect for my first day as Dominic Quantum’s PA. I paired it with simple pearl earrings and black pumps.

Sleep was hard to come by that night. I tossed and turned, my mind running through endless scenarios of what tomorrow might bring. I thought about Uncle Dom, no, Mr. Quantum, and how different he seemed. Would he be distant? Cold? By the time my alarm went off, I’d barely slept, but I felt a strange energy buzzing inside me.

By 7:30 a.m., I was at Quantum Edge Technologies, standing in the sleek, modern lobby with its glass walls and polished chrome accents. I smoothed my blouse, trying to keep my hands from trembling.

Mrs. Harper, Mr. Quantum’s heavily pregnant PA, met me promptly in the lobby, her expression a mixture of warmth and professionalism. She wore a long flowing dress, and her bright red lipstick added a touch of color to the bland tones of the office. “Emily, welcome. I’m Mrs. Harper. Let’s get you acquainted with the office,” she said with a kind smile, gesturing for me to follow her.

She guided me through the sleek corridors, showing me the break rooms, conference areas, and finally, the executive floor. “You’ll be working closely with Mr. Quantum, as you know,” she added, her tone slightly more serious now. “He’s very punctual, so be sure you’re always on time. He values efficiency.”

As if on cue, at 8 a.m. sharp, Mrs. Harper’s phone buzzed. She glanced at the screen and nodded. “Mr. Quantum is ready for you,” she said, her voice low, as if passing me a warning wrapped in politeness. My heart skipped a beat.

I took a deep breath, smoothing down my outfit one last time before stepping into his office.

As I stepped into the office, I prayed I wouldn't fall flat on my face again. My heart raced as I caught sight of him, looking impossibly handsome in his dark gray pinstriped suit. His hair was brushed up on the sides but slightly tousled at the top, giving him an effortlessly stylish look. Suddenly, I felt totally embarrassed by my thoughts. I shouldn't be having such thoughts about him; he was my boss and my father's friend, well, ex-friend. Not to mention, I had been calling him Uncle Dom all my life.

“Good morning, Uncle Dom,” I blurted out, immediately wishing the ground would open up and swallow me whole.

His eyes lit up with amusement, a flicker of warmth before he gave me an icy stare.

“So, you finally remember,” he said, his smirk a mix of charm and calculated power. “But let’s be clear: this is a business environment. You will address me as Mr. Quantum. Personalities aside, I expect professionalism at all times.”

The words stung a little, but I nodded, forcing myself to suppress the embarrassment. I tried to focus on the task at hand, reminding myself that this was my chance to prove myself.

The rest of the day unfolded like a tornado. He started by handing me a stack of files, each one labeled with the names of high-profile clients. “Get these organized,” he commanded, his tone brisk and efficient. I could feel the weight of his expectations pressing down on me as I hurried to sort through the papers.

“Make sure you double-check the numbers,” he added, his eyes narrowing slightly as he watched me. “Mistakes are unacceptable in this office.”

Throughout the day, it felt like I was bouncing from one task to another with barely a moment to breathe. When lunch finally rolled around, I had half of a cold bagel that had been supplied in the staff lunchroom because Mr. Quantum needed me to attend a business meeting. I ended up standing for almost two hours, taking notes the entire time.

On top of an empty stomach and swollen feet, his constant mood swings made it difficult to ask questions for clarification; I was always on edge, afraid of getting scolded for simply seeking guidance. At times, I found myself struggling to keep pace with his demands and mistakenly sent a crucial report to the finance department instead of marketing. When Mr. Quantum called me into his office, his eyes narrowed, his jaw set in that familiar, tight line.

“Do you realize what you’ve done?” he asked, his voice low and controlled yet simmering with irritation. “That report was due by 1 p.m. for one of our new clients. Now, because of your carelessness, we risk making it look as though we don’t know what we’re doing.”

I felt my stomach drop, and heat flooded my cheeks, a deep crimson betraying my embarrassment. “I’m really sorry, Mr. Quantum,” I stammered, the words barely escaping my lips as shame twisted in my gut. “I’ll correct it right away.”

He leaned forward, his piercing gaze locking onto mine with an intensity that made my pulse race. “Sorry doesn’t cut it in this line of work. This isn’t just a minor slip-up; it reflects poorly on the entire team.”

“I understand,” I murmured, my voice barely above a whisper. “I’ll ensure it doesn’t happen again.”

Quickly, I exited the office, my mind racing as I made my way to retrieve the file. The rest of the day passed in a blur, each moment filled with anxiety as I hoped I hadn’t messed up anything else.

By the time I was packing up to leave the office, it was already 10 p.m., and I had missed the family dinner Amber had planned. I sighed. The place was eerily quiet except for the distant hum of the air conditioning.

“My driver, Alec, will take you home,” Mr. Quantum said, glancing at his watch.

“I have a car, Mr. Quantum. I can take myself home,” I stated.

“You will leave your car here. I can assure you that it will be safe. It’s too late for you to drive home at this hour. That’s an order, Ms. Montgomery, not a suggestion.”

I nodded, feeling a mix of annoyance and resignation. I just wanted to leave the office and go home and soak my aching feet.

“We have an early day tomorrow, so I need you to get to the office by 7 a.m. Alec will pick you up and bring you to the office since your car will be here. Good night, Ms. Montgomery.”

Before I could respond, he turned and walked back into his office, leaving me standing there, feeling like a weightless ghost. I made my way to the exit, my mind swirling with the realities of this new job. What had I gotten myself into?


Chapter 5 - Dominic

The phone rang twice before the private investigator answered.

“Mr. Quantum,” he greeted. “I’ve got your update on Ms. Montgomery.”

I leaned back in my chair, drumming my fingers on the desk. “And? What’s she been up to?”

Craig Ramsey wasn’t just any private investigator, he was a shadow in the city’s underbelly, with over twenty years of digging into secrets that people would kill to keep buried. I’d been using his services for nearly a decade. His job? To dig deeper than anyone dared into the lives of Emily, Victor, and Amber, nothing was off-limits. I wanted it all. Every detail, every weakness. I needed to know exactly how to destroy them, and he was the man who would get me the tools to do it.

“Nothing out of the ordinary,” he replied. “Work, home, work again. That’s her routine.”

I frowned. That wasn’t surprising, but still, I wasn’t sure if I believed it. “And no... visitors? Male visitors?”

“No, sir. No one stops by her place. And no signs of her going on any dates either. She’s as predictable as they come.”

But I couldn’t shake the thought: a young, gorgeous girl like Emily could be out at exclusive clubs every weekend, laughing with friends, catching every man’s eye without even trying. She could have had the world at her feet if she wanted. So why didn’t she?

I felt an unfamiliar stir at the back of my mind, a flicker of something. I pushed it away. “Good,” I said, keeping my voice steady. “Keep watching. Let me know if anything changes.”

With each update about Emily, something about her began to linger in my mind. It was subtle at first, a fleeting thought, a passing curiosity. But the more I learned, the deeper the obsession sank. I couldn’t shake the need to know everything about her, every detail, every secret. It wasn’t just business anymore. I didn’t like the way it made me feel. But there it was, a growing need I couldn’t ignore.

Before Craig could reply, a soft knock at the door interrupted us.

“I’ve got to go,” I told him, already moving to end the call. “Keep me updated.”

“Will do,” Craig said before the line went dead.

I set my phone down and straightened in my chair. “Come in,” I called out, my tone firm yet inviting.

The door opened, and there she was, Emily, standing in the doorway, her tablet in hand. She looked effortlessly beautiful. Her brunette hair fell in soft waves around her shoulders, the subtle makeup highlighted her blue eyes yet gave her a natural glow.

My breath hitched. Damn it. I felt the tightness in my groin before I could even stop myself. This was not the reaction I should be having. She was a tool, a pawn, nothing more.

“Good morning, Mr. Quantum.”

I forced myself to stay composed, but the ache in my pants wasn’t going to be ignored.

“Good morning, Ms. Montgomery.”

I leaned back in my chair, my eyes lingering on her as she closed the door behind her. The sway of her hips as she walked toward my desk was... mesmerizing. I had to force my gaze to stay focused.

She stopped a few inches in front of my desk, prepared with the day’s list of tasks in hand. I gave a slight nod, and she began rattling off the checklist of today’s tasks.

Despite my attempts to keep my mind on business, I found myself noticing how her voice seemed to command the room, how the subtle scent of her perfume lingered in the air.

When she finished, I forced myself to shift my focus back to the task at hand. “Have you returned Mr. Findler’s call to let him know his contracts are ready to be signed?”

“Yes, sir. And I’ve already contacted Mrs. Lopez and Mr. Harrison. I’ve informed them that their contracts would expire in two weeks and advised them to book an appointment for renewal. Also,” she added, glancing down at her tablet, “after reviewing the contracts, I’d like to suggest a few tweaks to ensure the security of those projects before passing them along to the company lawyer, if that’s alright, sir.”

I raised a brow, surprised at her assertiveness and somewhat impressed, but I kept my tone sharp. “And are you sure those tweaks are even necessary? Or are you just overreaching your role here?”

Emily met my gaze without hesitation, her voice steady and confident. “I believe they’re necessary, sir.”

I watched her, noting how she stood her ground without a flicker of doubt. She had been killing herself to succeed in every task I’d given her, and damn it if she wasn’t the best PA I’d ever had. She’d even adapted to my sudden mood swings with ease, something that no one had managed to do before, not even my brothers. Something that made the hair on the back of my neck prickle.

The problem was, giving her control, letting her push back like this, wasn’t something I was willing to entertain. Not if I intended to keep her under my thumb, holding the advantage over her.

I leaned forward, my voice lowering with authority, “Let’s make one thing clear, Ms. Montgomery,” I said, my gaze narrowing. “I’ve been in this business long before you even graduated elementary school. Your job as my assistant is to follow orders, not to question or alter documents you don’t understand.”

I watched her stiffen, just the slightest twitch of her posture, but it was enough. My smirk tugged at the corner of my lips.

Just then, my office door burst open, and Axel strode in, his usually laid-back demeanor replaced by a rare intensity. His jaw was set, and his gaze burned with urgency.

“Dom, we have a problem,” Axel said, bypassing formalities as he dropped into the chair across from my desk, completely ignoring Emily.

I glanced at Emily. “Ms. Montgomery, can you give us a few minutes? I need a word with my brother.”

“No problem, sir. I’ll be at my desk if you need anything.”

I waited until the door clicked shut behind her, the quiet amplifying the weight of Axel’s uncharacteristic tension, before turning my full attention to him.

“Axel,” I started, my voice sharp, “you know better than to barge into my office like that. I expect some damn courtesy.”

Axel winced but didn’t argue. “Sorry, Dom. It’s urgent. I just got a call from one of my best clients, Vaughn Prescott.”

“The guy we’re building the smart offices for?”

Axel nodded tightly. His company specializes in smart buildings—top-of-the-line automation and energy efficiency. Impressive work, and a big reason he partners with Quantum Tech to source the best tech solutions, ensuring both our companies thrive.

“Yes,” Axel continued, his voice taut, “and guess who just walked out of his office? Victor.”

My brow furrowed. “Victor? As in Victor Victor?”

“Yeah,” Axel replied, his frustration bubbling over. “He was there, spreading rumors about Quantum Tech, telling Vaughn our security systems are unreliable and that he’s the better option. Vaughn is asking if we’re in trouble and if he should be worried.”

My jaw tightened as a sharp, bitter anger flared inside me. Victor. The man was like a leech. First, he’d stabbed me in the back with the Kingsley contract I’d spent years securing, shutting me out without so much as a second thought. And now? Now, he was circling my clients, spewing lies, trying to dismantle everything I’d built.

“The only person who’ll be in trouble is Victor,” I said, my voice low but loaded with venom.

Axel exhaled sharply. “It’s not just Vaughn, Dom. If Victor’s already approached him, God knows how many others he’s been to. This could spiral fast.”

I didn’t waste any time. Grabbing my phone, I scrolled to Leo’s contact and hit call. He picked up on the second ring.

“Dom? What’s up?”

“We’ve got a problem,” I said, my tone clipped. “Victor’s spreading lies about Quantum Tech and he’s poaching clients. Vaughn Prescott called Axel this morning, Victor has already been in his ear and now Vaughn’s questioning whether choosing us was a mistake. God knows how many others Victor’s spoken to.”

The thought clawed at me. Quantum Tech wasn’t just my legacy, it was the backbone of everything my family had built, integrated into every company my brothers owned in one way or the other. If Victor succeeded in planting doubts about our reliability, it wouldn’t just be my company bleeding clients, it could ripple through everything.

I couldn’t afford that. None of us could.

“Damn it. We knew he’d try something, but this?”

“I need everyone at my house tomorrow night, 6 p.m. sharp,” I continued. “Make it happen, Leo. We’re handling this as a unit.”

“You got it,” Leo said without hesitation. “I’ll take care of it. Anything else?”

“That’s it. See you then.”

“Alright, bro.”

I ended the call, dropping the phone back onto the desk. Victor had made his move. Now, it was time for us to strike.

Just then, a soft knock cut through the tension. Axel and I looked towards the door as it opened, and Emily stepped in. The confident air she’d carried over the past few weeks had vanished, leaving her looking like the same nervous PA I’d hired on her first day. Her eyes were wide, betraying an anxious look that immediately caught my attention.

One look and I knew something was wrong.

Great, just what I needed. After Victor’s mess, now Emily walks in with more problems. What’s next?

“How can I help you, Ms. Montgomery? Is there a problem?”

I braced myself for whatever was coming.

She paused before speaking, her cheeks flushed as she struggled to find the right words. Finally, she looked up, her eyes meeting mine with a hint of desperation.

“Mr. Quantum,” she started, her voice wavering, “I... I made a mistake. A big one.”

I leaned back in my chair, letting her squirm under the weight of my gaze. She faltered, her voice barely a whisper, and I didn’t rush her. I wanted her to feel every moment of discomfort, to experience the full magnitude of her error. It was satisfying to watch her fidget, her nervous energy filling the room. I didn’t particularly care about the mistake itself, it was trivial, whatever it was, it was nothing I couldn’t fix. But this was an opportunity to gain leverage. Emily was about to become indebted to me, and Victor was about to pay dearly for his betrayal.

Axel sat quietly, looking at Emily, his gaze shifting between us. I could sense his discomfort, but I kept my attention solely on Emily, enjoying her anxiety as she struggled to explain.

“I sent the wrong documents to the McGuire Corporation,” she stammered. “Instead of sending the vetted documents, I sent the incomplete drafts of the business proposal. They’re saying they’ll pull out of the deal… and we could lose fifty million dollars.”

I took a slow, deliberate breath, calculating my response. My face remained expressionless, but I could feel the impact of the number, a sizable mistake, indeed. I kept my voice steady, slicing through the air with a measured tone that made her flinch. “How did that even happen?” I asked, watching her squirm. Her face reddened, and she lowered her gaze, visibly shaken.

“I thought… I thought it was the final version,” she murmured.

“Did you even check?” I pressed; my words laced with disdain. The guilt in her eyes was undeniable. She opened her mouth to respond but found no words, only silence as she took in the full gravity of her mistake. I watched her unravel, her composure cracking with each passing second. It was almost exhilarating, the way she broke down right in front of me.

She began to apologize, her words tumbling over each other, each one more desperate than the last. She was practically begging for a way to fix it, and I knew she was at my mercy. “Please, there has to be something I can do. I’ll do anything to make this right.”

Anything. The word lingered in the air, and I leaned back in my chair, crossing my arms as I studied her. I’d maneuvered her to this point, and now it was time to make my move. “You can pay me back the fifty million,” I said, my tone as calm as ever. “You have three days to get it to me. Or…”

I let the pause stretch, savoring her growing anxiety, watching her eyes widen as she tried to process what I’d just asked. She stammered, “You… you want me to pay you back fifty million dollars?”

I silenced her with a raised hand, standing abruptly from my desk. My chair scraped against the floor as Axel's gaze followed my every move, his expression unreadable. Ignoring him, I strode across the room with purpose, closing the distance between Emily and me.

Her wide eyes tracked me as I approached, but she held her ground, her chin lifting just slightly in defiance. Brave. Or foolish.

I stopped mere inches from her, towering over her smaller frame. The air between us was taut, charged with a tension so thick it felt like a live wire. Slowly, she lifted her head to meet my gaze. Her breathing hitched, but her gaze didn’t waver.

“Or,” I said, my voice dropping to a low, controlled growl, “you marry me.”

Her eyes widened further, and I could see the storm of emotions brewing in them: confusion, disbelief, and a spark of something she couldn’t quite mask. Axel shifted behind us, no doubt as stunned as she was, but I didn’t look away from her.

She looked as though the floor had just fallen away beneath her, and I allowed myself a moment of satisfaction as I took in her shock.

“You owe me, Emily,” I said, my voice unyielding. “And this marriage will settle your debt.” I could see the hesitation in her eyes, the sheer disbelief warring with the reality of her situation. She seemed to struggle for words, her lips parting but no sound escaping. Her innocence, her shock, it was almost endearing. But I pushed any sentiment aside; this was business, nothing more.

“This is the favor I’m offering you, an easy way out. Marrying me settles your debt, or in three days you pay me the money the company lost.”

Axel’s gaze lingered on us, his discomfort evident, but he didn’t dare say a word. He was nothing more than an observer, aware of the dynamics at play and wise enough to stay out of it.

The silence in the room grew thick, my ultimatum pressing down on her. She had nowhere left to turn. I had orchestrated this moment meticulously, and now I would see it through to the end. “The money or the marriage,” I said, each word deliberate, decisive. “Which will it be, Ms. Montgomery?”


Chapter 6 - Emily

I stared at him, my mind reeling. Marry him? This had to be some kind of sick joke. I forced a laugh, but it came out strained and hollow. “You must be joking. This is one of your tactics, right?” My voice felt shaky, as if it might betray the panic rising inside me. I searched Mr. Quantum’s face, hoping to see some flicker of humor, some hint that he’d break into a grin and say he was kidding.

But his face remained frozen, his blue eyes icy and unblinking. Something cold knotted in the pit of my stomach. Marry him? I felt disbelief mix with a sharp, searing anger that burned through me, a fire spreading to the edges of my vision. He was serious. That much was clear.

I stayed rooted in place, trying to wrap my mind around the absurdity of it all, my heart pounding in my chest. He spoke, his voice disturbingly calm. “You’ll marry me, Emily.” It wasn’t a request, it was an ultimatum, a command. The words were cold, final, as if this were nothing more than a business transaction. My stomach churned with disgust.

The bitter laugh that escaped my throat surprised even me. “You're out of your mind,” I snapped, my voice sharp. “You actually think you can manipulate me into marrying you? A man twice my age?”

Axel shifted, looking uncomfortable but silent, his presence a quiet reminder of how isolated I felt. I could feel my heart rate quicken as I glared at Dominic, trying to keep my composure.

Dominic’s expression barely flickered. His eyes hardened, a dangerous glint in them. “You want a career, don’t you?” His voice dropped to a chilling, almost predatory whisper. “If you ever want a future in your field, you’ll do as I say. Or I’ll make sure you never work in this industry again.”

The words hit me like ice, cold and cutting. I barely choked out a response. “Are you serious?” The question was barely more than a breathless whisper, my body recoiling from the reality of what he was threatening. This man, who I’d once admired, respected, even, was blackmailing me? “Who blackmails someone into marriage?” I searched his face, desperate for any sign of humanity, any hint that this was some sick joke. But all I found was a cold smirk, as if he’d already won.

“Oh, Emily,” he cooed, his smile taking on a venomous edge. “Marriage is a business arrangement. And I’m a fan of profitable deals.” The words made my skin crawl, sending a shiver of dread down my spine. I felt trapped, as if the walls were closing in around me. But then something inside me snapped. Rage, sharp and pure, pushed past the fear. I lifted my chin, meeting his gaze with as much defiance as I could muster.

“Fine,” I said, my voice trembling but strong. “I’ll get the money. I’ll have it by tomorrow.” I held his gaze, refusing to let him see an ounce of fear. “I’ll ask my father for the money you’ve requested. And as for working in this industry, with my degree, I have many other options!”

For the briefest moment, surprise flickered in his eyes, a crack in his unshakable demeanor. Did he forget that my father wasn’t just another name in his network? That he had power of his own? I pressed on, determined to remind him of what he’d underestimated. “Did you forget?” I asked, my voice turning cold. “My father is a very rich man. If this is how you treat people, maybe he was right to cut ties with you.”

Dominic’s eyes narrowed, anger flashing across his face for a split second. But I wasn’t done. The audacity of his demands, trying to destroy my career before it even started, this was no longer just about him. This was about survival.

“You know,” I said, my voice cutting through the air, “it’s no wonder your ex-wife left. You’re so controlling, it’s suffocating. And I bet your brothers just stood by, letting you treat her however you wanted, lapdogs, every single one of them.”

The words lingered in the air, a poisonous accusation.

As his PA, I’d met all of Dominic’s brothers by now. They frequented the office for one business deal or another. I’d watched them interact with him in meetings, saw the way they followed his lead without question, like loyal shadows.

I turned on my heel and stormed out, leaving the door wide open behind me. At my desk just outside, I grabbed my handbag in one swift motion, ignoring the curious glances from the staff scattered around.

I reached the elevator with shaking hands, feeling a strange, hollow laugh rise in my throat. This man, I’d once looked up to him, admired him even. But this? This was a nightmare.

Outside, the cool wind hit me, but it did nothing to numb the panic creeping at the edges of my mind. I didn’t have the strength to face Kristi yet. I couldn’t explain everything to her; I was still unraveling it myself. So, I drove aimlessly at first until the familiar lights of a lounge caught my eye. I needed a moment, some space. A detour before I had to face the mess I was tangled in.

I pulled into the parking lot and hopped out of the car, my legs feeling unsteady beneath me. The door closed behind me with a quiet thud, and I made my way inside. The warmth of the lounge enveloped me as soon as I crossed the threshold. The low hum of quiet chatter and soft music gave me a temporary escape from the storm raging in my head.

I found a seat at the far end of the room, away from prying eyes, and placed my handbag on the table. My hands were shaking, so I ordered a sparkling water with lime, nothing strong, just something to calm my nerves.

As I took a deep breath, the drink arrived. The glass was cool against my fingertips, and I was about to take a sip when my phone buzzed in my handbag.

Reluctantly, I reached into my handbag and fumbled for the phone. My heart skipped a beat as I saw my father’s name flash across the screen.

“Em, where are you?” His voice was tight with concern. “Amber just saw your car outside a lounge. Why aren’t you at work?”

I swallowed hard, fighting the tremble in my voice. “Dad, I’m quitting my job,” I said. “First thing tomorrow.”

“Quitting? Why?” His voice softened with confusion.

I braced myself. My mind raced as I searched for the words. “Dominic—he tried to force me into marrying him. Said he’d ruin my career if I didn’t agree.” The words rushed out in a wave. My chest tightened as I spoke, hoping that, somehow, he'd see it too.

“I’m sorry, Emily, but I don’t have fifty million lying around. And I won’t be able to get my hands on that kind of money in three days.”

His words knocked the wind out of me and I had to fight to stay composed. “What do you mean you don’t have the money? You could get it borrowed, right?” My voice cracked, desperation seeping through. “Dad, he threatened me! Your daughter! Are you just going to let him get away with this?”

“Emily, this is all part of being an adult. You made a mistake, one that cost him dearly. To him, that’s just business.”

Business. The word echoed in my mind like a death sentence. “You’re siding with him?” I choked out, my voice rising. “This isn’t business; he’s trying to control my life!”

“If that’s what Dominic wants, I suggest you do as he says.”

My heart shattered into a million pieces as his indifference sank in. He wasn’t going to help me. He wasn’t going to fight for me. The man who had always promised to protect me, to stand by me no matter what, was handing me over to Dominic like a prize in a game he didn’t even care about.

“Is that it?” My voice trembled, barely more than a whisper. “You’re just—handing me over to him? Like some bargaining chip?”

“You’ll do as you’re told, Emily.”

The words ripped through me. I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think. Confusion and fury collided in my chest, overwhelming me. Why was he so willing to hand me over to Dominic? They weren’t even friends anymore.

I hung up, the silence on the other end of the line echoing in my ears. The reality of it all came crashing down. No. This couldn’t be happening. But it was. And I was alone. The people I trusted, Dominic, my own father, had turned their backs on me, leaving me with nothing but an impossible choice.

I raised my hand, gesturing to the bartender. “I’ll have a margarita,” I said, my voice tight, betraying the exhaustion and frustration inside.

The drink came swiftly, the vibrant lime color almost too perfect, the salt on the rim inviting. I lifted the glass, hoping that the coolness of it in my fingers would offer me a brief distraction from my whirlwind thoughts. With a deep breath, I took a sip. The sharp tang of lime hit first, followed by the smooth warmth of tequila, the salt enhancing the bite. I closed my eyes for a moment, savoring the brief relief it brought. This was my escape, however temporary.

For a few moments, everything else faded. The world outside didn’t seem so harsh, the knot in my stomach loosened just slightly. The liquid in the glass pulling me away from my cruel reality.

I took another sip, trying to steady my racing thoughts. What now? My father’s words replayed in my mind: You’ll do as you’re told, Emily. Could I really let Dominic have his way? Let my father abandon me like this? My heart twisted with betrayal, but as the alcohol worked its magic, I felt a little less desperate, with each drink the bartender brought, and a little less alone.

Maybe running away was the only option left. Leave the country. Escape all of this. I was tempted, but I wasn’t sure how far I could run.

I hadn’t drunk much before, just a sip of wine with Kristi at graduation, nothing like this. The alcohol was already beginning to blur the edges of my thoughts, giving everything a hazy, foggy quality. The sharpness of reality softened, but it also left me feeling dizzy and disoriented. Maybe it was a bad idea to keep drinking, but I couldn’t stop. I needed something to dull the ache.

After a few glasses, I needed to go to the restroom. I set the glass down, the familiar feeling of nausea creeping up my throat as I stood, my feet unsteady beneath me, a slight wobble in my step. The room spun just enough to make me pause. I grabbed my purse from the table, trying to steady myself, and headed toward the bathroom.

I was almost to the door when I collided with someone, strong, solid, and smelling of expensive cologne. The impact jolted me, and for a moment, the world tilted.

A firm hand gripped my arm, steadying me. “Easy there.”

I looked up, ready to apologize, but then I saw him—Sebastien.

Annoyance flared in my chest. Great. Just what I needed.

“Oh, perfect,” I muttered, the sting of alcohol making my words sharper than I intended. I shot him a look, arching an eyebrow. “Did Dominic send you here to follow me like the lapdog that you are?”

Seb’s grip tightened, his gaze narrowing in confusion. "Emily, what are you talking about? Dominic didn’t send me. I own the place.”

I blinked, thrown off guard. Wait, he owns the lounge?

“Oh. Well, let me use the bathroom and leave, then.”

“You don’t have to leave, Emily.”

I jerked my arm out of his hand and stumbled. Sebastien reached toward me again, but I swatted his hand away.

“Damn these shoes,” I muttered, ripping them off and holding them in my hands, irritated by my lack of balance. My vision swam a little; the alcohol was making everything feel blurry and heavy.

Sebastien took a half-step toward me, his tone firm yet laced with concern. “Emily, are you drunk?”

“I’m not drunk,” I snapped, my words slurring slightly, frustration edging my voice. “I just need some space, alright?”

Seb didn’t back down. He stepped closer, his expression softening. “Let me help you.”

I closed my eyes, leaning back against the wall, trying to steady my breathing. The dizziness swarmed my senses. God, I was going to be sick.

I laughed bitterly, opening my eyes to meet his. “A Quantum brother who actually wants to help me? Weird. Axel just sat there while Dominic tried to blackmail me into marrying him.”

Seb’s expression shifted to one of disbelief. “Wait, what? When did this happen?”

“At the office a while ago. I’m sure he’ll call you soon and tell you all about it.”

I pushed through the weakness in my legs, forcing myself to the restroom. I felt Seb’s eyes follow me until I disappeared into the restroom. A few minutes later, when I came out, he was still there, waiting.

“Emily, what’s going on with this whole marriage thing? What happened at the office?”

I shook my head, not wanting to dive into that mess. The last thing I wanted to do was talk about Dominic and what he had said. “I don’t want to talk about it,” I muttered, glancing toward the door. “I just want to go home.”

He stepped in front of me, blocking my way. “You’re not driving like this,” he said, voice firm.

I let out a short, incredulous laugh. “Letting me? What makes you think you can stop me?”

Seb’s green eyes were intense now, filled with something deeper than just concern. “If you leave like this, you could get into an accident. Or hurt someone else. Don’t let whatever you’re going through lead you to make a decision that you’ll regret for the rest of your life.”

His words hit me harder than I expected. I swallowed, a knot forming in my throat. “Fine.”

“Either I drop you home, or you call someone to pick you up. Your call.”

I pulled out my phone and dialed Kristi, quickly giving her the address, telling her to pick me up. When she confirmed she was on her way, I hung up before she could ask any questions.

“Good. Let’s wait in my office until she gets here.”

Sebastien guided me into his office, a cozy space with dark wood furniture and soft lighting that made everything feel calm and relaxed. Shelves lined the walls, filled with books and framed pictures, giving the room a personal touch. He handed me a bottle of water from the fridge on one side of the room and motioned for me to sit on the sofa. I took a sip. The cool liquid helping clear the fog in my mind, even if just a little.

I turned to him, my cheeks burning with embarrassment. “Seb, I’m sorry for what I said. I shouldn’t have. I was just really upset.”

“It’s okay,” he said, offering a small but genuine smile. “We all have our bad days.”

I leaned back, letting my head fall against the back of the sofa. My eyes felt heavy, my head pounding. Whether I liked it or not, I knew what I had to do.


Chapter 7 - Dominic

I leaned back in my chair, staring at the clock as the workday came to an end. Emily hadn’t shown up, but honestly, I didn’t expect her to, especially after Seb told me she’d been at his bar drinking. Part of me felt a strange relief that it was Seb’s bar and not some other place. At least there, I knew she was safe, not at some dive where someone could take advantage of her. The thought of someone hurting her made my blood run cold. If anything had happened to her, I wouldn’t have been able to forgive myself.

The marriage proposal… it was the only way to get things moving, to force my hand. But if I was being completely honest, it wasn’t just about strategy. There was something deeper, something selfish. I had this growing, undeniable need to claim her, to keep her close, to have her by my side. And after the bar incident, that need multiplied tenfold, protecting her, keeping her safe, it consumed me. I couldn’t explain it, but what started as a mild obsession with Emily had evolved into something I couldn’t ignore.

By now, I knew more about her than I probably should. Some of it I’d picked up from watching her at the office, the way she brushed her hair behind her ear when she was focused, how she frowned slightly when she was deep in thought. And the rest? Well, the information from Craig filled in the gaps. Bits and pieces of her life, things she probably wouldn’t think anyone cared enough to notice, but I did. It was like I’d been piecing together a puzzle, and each new piece just made me want her more.

Earlier, Craig had informed me that since she got home yesterday, she hadn’t left the house and I couldn’t help but worry about her.

I shook off the lingering worry as I drove home, focusing on what needed to be done. By the time I pulled into the driveway at 5 p.m., the sight of the cars lined, Axel's included was surprising. Axel was late for everything. But not today. And I had a feeling everyone’s early arrival had less to do with our scheduled meeting about Victor and more to do with... other matters.

Damage control over Victor’s smear campaign was already in full swing. Leo had sent a lawyer’s letter with a firm warning about defamation, reminding Victor of the contract he’d signed. It clearly stated that if ties with Quantum Tech were severed, not only would any clients he brought into the company be off-limits, but all current Quantum Tech clients and those associated with its subsidiaries, including my brothers’ companies were strictly prohibited as well. I’d made sure of that. As a businessman, I had to protect my assets, knowing a day like this might come.

Meanwhile, Vincent had taken the media by storm, flooding blogs and interviews with positive press for Quantum Tech. Damage control was in motion, but knowing my brothers, tonight’s meeting wouldn’t be focused solely on business. The marriage proposal was bound to dominate the conversation.

After all, Axel had been there when it happened, and Seb? Seb never held back when it came to updates. He called me as soon as Kristi had picked Emily up, mentioning she’d been upset and had muttered something about marriage. Still, Seb hadn’t questioned me directly. Why bother over the phone when he could corner me here? By now, he and Axel would’ve filled in the others and they would’ve formed their own opinions.

I parked, took a steadying breath, and headed inside.

The atmosphere in the living room hit me the moment I stepped in. Seb, Nate, and Vince were scattered across the couches, their hushed tones ceasing as I entered. Leo stood near the bar cart, a glass of scotch in hand. They looked serious like someone had died.

“Hey, guys.”

A chorus of “Hey” greeted me, subdued but familiar.

“Where’s Axel? I saw his car outside,” I asked, scanning the room.

Seb smirked faintly, breaking the tension. “He’s upstairs playing tea party with Lucy.”

At least they were smart to have someone look after Lucy while they gossiped about me.

Leo glanced up from his glass, his tone brisk. “Mrs. Kay has already retired for the night, but she said your dinner’s in the microwave.”

I nodded, neither offering thanks nor lingering for small talk, and headed upstairs. A hot shower first. Then I’d check on Lucy. Maybe seeing her would make the rest of this night bearable.

After my shower, I quickly dressed and made my way to Lucy's room, phone in hand. I pushed the door open slightly and almost burst out laughing at the sight inside. Axel was wearing a pink tutu draped around his neck, a plastic tiara perched on his head, and clip-on earrings dangling from his ears. The best part? The dead-serious look on Lucy's face as she scolded him.

“Not like that, Uncle Axel,” she said sternly. “Hold out your pinkie like this when you drink the tea.” She demonstrated with exaggerated precision, raising her tiny pinkie in the air.

“Like this?” Axel asked, mimicking her.

Lucy grinned widely. “Yes! Just like that. Cheers!”

They clinked their cups together in a ceremonious toast, and the scene was too cute not to capture. I snapped a few pictures before clearing my throat.

Axel looked up, startled, while Lucy ran toward me. “Daddy!”

I scooped her up, kissing her cheek. “Hey, pumpkin. How was your day?”

“It was okay,” she said, snuggling into my chest.

“I see you and Uncle Axel are having a tea party,” I teased, nodding toward Axel, who was still in full royal regalia.

“Yup!” she replied proudly.

With Mrs. Kay already in bed, I realized Lucy would need someone to keep an eye on her during the meeting. No doubt Mrs. Kay assumed the guys were just dropping by informally.

“Hey, Axel,” I said, “do you mind staying with Lucy until the meeting’s over? Mrs. Kay’s already in bed, and I don’t want to disturb her.”

Axel smirked and gestured at his outfit. “Sure, no problem. I’m already dressed the part.”

I chuckled. “Thanks. Lucy, after the meeting, we’ll grab some ice cream and watch a movie. How does that sound?”

Her eyes lit up. “Okay, Daddy!”

I kissed her forehead, set her down, and left the room, checking the time as I walked to the kitchen. 5:45. At least I had time for a quick dinner before the meeting started. Even though it was at home, I wasn’t one to be late.

By 6 p.m. sharp, I gathered my brothers in the conference room attached to my home office. The room was large and modern, with a sleek conference table that typically hosted meetings that were too sensitive to discuss at the office. Tonight, it became the battleground for our family’s strategy session. I sat at the head of the table, while Nate and Vince sat to the right of me and Seb and Leo to the left.

The first hour passed in a blur of business talk. Seb, as methodical as ever, analyzed potential moves and long-term repercussions of Victor's actions. Meanwhile, Nate, always quick on his feet, proposed ways to capitalize on the bad press. He suggested specific offers to attract new clients while reassuring the loyal ones. His plan was simple, turn the negativity into an opportunity. Leo made sure everything we wanted to do was legal or at least had loopholes we could twist to our advantage, and Vince shared his ideas on how he’d work the media angle.

By 7:30, we had wrapped up business. Everyone knew what their role was moving forward.

Finally, Nate gave me a look, a silent acknowledgment that the next topic, the one we’d all been avoiding, was ready to surface. He spoke, his voice carrying an underlying challenge. “Alright, now that the business side of things is over…” He paused, his words hanging in the air. “Are we going to address the elephant in the room?”

The air in the room shifted as all eyes turned to me

Nate’s glare was sharp, but it was Seb who exploded. “Dom, are you seriously forcing Emily to marry you? The fight is between you and Victor. She’s just a girl with her whole life ahead of her.”

I leaned forward, voice cold as steel. “I’m not forcing her. She has two choices: pay me fifty million dollars or marry me.”

Seb shook his head, frustration seeping into his words. “Really? Didn’t you make it clear that if she didn’t marry you that she’d never find a job in this industry? So, even if she does pay the fifty mil, she has to give up something she loves!”

“I’m a businessman, Seb, you know this. The deal was to favor me, not Ms. Montgomery.”

Leo’s calm tone cut in. “McGuire’s been with us long enough. Talk to him, Dom. We know you can settle this without dragging her into it.”

I locked eyes with him, my jaw tightening. “I am dragging her into it. If I let Victor’s stunt slide, I’ll look weak. Others will follow. I will not allow that to happen.”

Seb’s eyes darkened. “If she marries you, it’s one of two things: Victor’s using her as a pawn, to get to you or he abandoned her. Either way, this will wreck her. Kristi said Emily doesn’t drink, but Emily was at my lounge drinking herself numb. What do you think marrying you will do to her?”

His words landed like a punch and for a fleeting moment the image of Emily, hurting, vulnerable, and spiraling because of something I’d set in motion, stabbed at me. But I forced it down. This wasn’t about emotions.

Still, Seb wasn’t wrong. Victor might use Emily as leverage, and play her against me. My jaw clenched as I made a mental note: double-check the security protocols, strengthen the firewalls, and keep my critical documents out of reach at home.

But damn it, even as I rationalized it, the thought of Emily being a casualty of this war, it lingered. I couldn’t let her destroy herself over me. And yet, I couldn’t let her go, either.

“She can pay me the money,” I said flatly, “Or the marriage happens. I’ll leave her career intact…for now. And if any of you try to cover her debt, you’ll answer to me.”

I stood, ready to end the meeting. My decision was made, and no one here could change my mind.

Vince opened his mouth. “But you can’t just—”

“Can’t just what?” I snapped, my voice like a whip. “Do what I have to do? This isn’t a charity. Victor’s betrayal cost us billions!”

“But, Dom, bringing her into your home, around Lucy? Hiring her as your PA was one thing. But this?” Leo’s voice was laced with disappointment.

“This is business,” I shot back, the finality in my tone daring them to challenge me. “Emily’s just collateral. Part of the deal.”

Nate shook his head, disgusted. “As much as I hate Victor, this isn’t right. She’s not a pawn piece. She’s a person, Dom.”

A bitter laugh escaped me, sharp and humorless. “Not a pawn? That’s exactly what she is. And soon... she’ll be mine.”

Mine, the thought burned. I wanted her in ways I didn’t want to admit, not even to myself. But weakness wasn’t an option. Not here. Not now.

Seb slammed his hands on the table and stood up, fury blazing in his eyes. “This isn’t a chess game, Dom. You’re forcing her into something she doesn’t want.”

“And what would you have me do? Let Victor think he’s won? I won’t.”

Seb’s fists clenched, his knuckles bone white. “And if she hates you for it? What then? What will that make you?”

I met his rage head-on, my voice icy. “The devil? I’ll wear that crown if it gets me what I want.”

Seb snapped, his fist swinging wide, but Leo caught him, holding him back.

“You’ve lost it, Seb,” I sneered, stepping closer. “You think you can swing at me in my house? You’re insane.”

Leo stepped between us as Nate and Vince rushed around the table, grabbing hold of Seb, their grips barely containing his fury. His voice cracked with rage. “What’s insane is you having a daughter and not giving a damn about someone else’s. What if Victor retaliates? And uses Lucy as a pawn? You could lose everything.”

Seb’s breath hitched as he wrenched free from their hold, his chest heaving. “I’ve supported everything you’ve ever done, but this?” His eyes faltered, the anger giving way to something deeper, disappointment. He inhaled sharply as though it pained him to say it. “I can’t support this.”

He stormed out, the door slamming with such force that the room trembled.

Silence fell like a guillotine. The others exchanged uneasy glances, but none dared to speak.

I stood frozen, my stomach coiled tight, but I refused to let the guilt show.

“I’m done here,” I said, my voice low and lethal. Without a backward glance, I strode out, my footsteps echoing like the final nails in a coffin.

I turned and exited the room, heading for my bedroom. I needed to cool off before seeing Lucy. I had to get my mind straight. I couldn’t afford any weaknesses right now. Not when everything was so close to falling into place.

Emily… just wait. You’ll be mine soon enough.

The next day, I had Leo draw up a document, ready to serve Emily, ready to sue her for the damages of the lost contract. I hated this. Hated that we were at this point, but I needed everyone to see that I wasn’t backing down. Tension between my brothers and me wasn’t something I liked, but it was what it was. We’d been down this path before. They never let our differences get in the way of their love for Lucy, and they knew they could see her anytime they wished. It was the only thing that kept the balance.

By the third day, Craig called to inform me that Emily had left home. It wasn’t a victory yet, but it was progress. I leaned back in my chair, anticipation coiling in my chest as I pictured her walking into my office. It was only a matter of time.

An hour later, Emily stormed into my office, her eyes blazing with a fury I hadn’t seen before. Her steps were quick, almost frantic, as she marched toward my desk.

I didn’t bother looking up at first, letting her seethe in silence.

Finally, I lifted my gaze, allowing a smug smirk to curl at the corner of my lips. “Ms. Montgomery,” I drawled, the tone casual, like I wasn’t about to win this little game of ours. “I’m assuming you’ve got my fifty-million-dollar check tucked away in your purse, ready to hand over?”

Her eyes narrowed, lips pressed tight in frustration, but when she spoke, her words were sharp. “I’m moving forward with your proposal.” She stepped closer, each word an icy declaration. “I’ll marry you.”

It wasn’t like she had a choice but it was nice to hear it from her mouth.

My smirk widened, “Well then,” I said, my voice dripping with fake cheer, “let’s get on with the preparations.”

She turned sharply and stormed out, leaving the door ajar behind her. I let out a low chuckle, my gaze lingering on the door.

Checkmate.


Chapter 8 - Emily

I stood in front of Dominic, staring at him through the laced veil Kristi had insisted on, a feeble attempt to hide my puffy, tear-swollen eyes. My mind was miles away, barely registering the priest's words. This wasn’t how I’d imagined my wedding day. There was no father to give me away, no family seated in neat rows, just Kristi standing in as a witness to this hollow moment.

The ceremony was stripped of everything I’d dreamed of. Just Dominic, Leo, Kristi, the priest, and me, a forced bride. If I’d had my way, I’d have worn black to match the funeral this felt like, but Kristi had gently nudged me toward a simple white dress, urging me to hold on to some semblance of tradition. At least her makeup skills had masked the evidence of my sleepless nights.

Every girl dreams of her wedding, the day she falls in love, gets swept off her feet, says “yes” to the perfect proposal, and plans the grand celebration of her life. I had dreamed of that, too. But those dreams now felt stolen, replaced by this grim reality, a debt disguised as a marriage.

The priest’s voice sliced through my thoughts:

“You may kiss the bride.”

My breath hitched as Dominic took a step closer to me. He lifted my veil, his eyes softening as they met mine. For a moment, I forgot how much I resented him, how much I hated what had brought me here. My heart betrayed me, skipping a beat as his lips inched closer.

But just as his lips touched mine, the memory dissolved into my consciousness, replaced by something wet and cold dripping onto my chest. I bolted upright from sleep, my heart hammering, my eyes landing on a small figure frozen by the side of the bed, a little girl with wide, terrified eyes. She gasped, then bolted from the room in a flurry of small footsteps.

My gaze flicked to a tray with spilled cereal and milk, a glass of juice tipped over, seeping into the sheets and my pajamas. Before I could even sit up, Dominic burst in, his face twisted with concern.

“What happened? What did you do to Lucy?” he accused.

“Lucy?” I croaked, “Who’s Lucy? I didn’t do anything!”

Dominic froze, his eyes narrowing as he took in the mess for the first time. He sighed heavily, running a hand through his hair. “She’s my daughter,” he muttered, his voice quieter now.

My heart slammed into my ribs. “Your daughter?”

What the heck! He had a daughter?

I stayed frozen for a moment, unsure of how to react, as he leaned over me to dab at the soaked sheet. His hand brushed against my thigh under the fabric. Heat surged up my thigh, and I shifted, scooting over to give him more space, or at least that’s what I told myself.

But as the lingering sensation faded, reality crashed back in, sharper than ever.

“Wait, so you didn’t think I should’ve known you have a daughter? You just... kept this from me?” My voice rose, rising anger drowning out any fleeting warmth I felt a few seconds ago.

Dominic paused, his eyes flicking to mine for a brief, emotionless moment before placing the glass, bowl, and spoon on the tray along with the towel. He straightened up, his posture stiff. “Knowing wouldn’t have changed anything, Emily.”

My anger flared, hot and fast. “But at least I would’ve been prepared! First, you forced me into being your wife, and now you’re forcing me to be a mother?”

His face hardened, all warmth draining from his eyes, replaced by something colder, distant. “Well, you know now.” His voice clipped, laced with impatience. “Get cleaned up. You don’t want to catch a cold in those wet clothes. I’ll have Mrs. Kensington change the sheets.”

Without another word, he turned and left.

I grabbed my phone from the nightstand, my hands trembling. How could he keep something like that from me? I couldn’t believe I was married to a man who would withhold something so vital. What else was he hiding?

Girl, this man forced you to marry him, did you really think he’d pour everything out to you? You’re just another deal to him, nothing more, nothing less.

As I closed the bathroom door behind me, my phone buzzed loudly on the counter. I glanced at the screen, and my stomach twisted. It was my father.

I let it ring.

That day, after Kristi had picked me up from the lounge, I spilled everything to her. Then she showed me Dad’s social media posts bragging about winning the billion-dollar deal from Quantum Tech and trash-talking them for losing their edge. How had things gone from collaboration to something this drastic?

A bitter thought wormed its way into my mind: Was this marriage just some elaborate revenge plot? But if that were true, why hadn’t my father fought harder for me? Why had he handed me over so easily to the one man he supposedly hated the most? None of it made sense.

My phone rang again. This time, it was Kristi. I swiped to answer and put her on speaker.

“Hey,” I muttered.

“Hi, babe! How are you holding up?” Kristi’s tone was cheerful, but the tension beneath it was unmistakable.

“Okay, I guess,” I replied, though my voice lacked conviction.

“So... how was last night?”

I rolled my eyes. “Do you mean how was the sex?”

There was a pause, and then Kristi’s tone turned serious. “Babe, I know I tease you a lot about losing your virginity, but I don’t think it’s fair for it to be taken by a man who doesn’t love you much less like you.”

I sighed, leaning against the sink, gripping the edge as if it could somehow steady my thoughts. “Actually, we agreed that I’d sleep in a guest room.”

Kristi’s voice on the other end practically sighed with relief. “Okay, well, that’s good. He’s more of a gentleman than I gave him credit for.”

I let out a dry laugh. “And did you know he has a daughter?”

“What?!” Kristi’s surprise was genuine.

“Exactly my reaction! But here’s the twist, she’s about five and tried to bring me breakfast in bed. It ended up all over me and the sheets, but... it’s so sweet of her.”

Kristi was silent for a moment before muttering, “But wait, how does a man who’s been treating you like that raise such a thoughtful kid?”

“Well, he doesn’t, does he? There’s a housekeeper. She’s probably the one who acts as a nanny while he’s off making money and, I assume, barely home to see her.”

Kristi hummed, her tone thoughtful. “Maybe that’s why he married you, to give her a mom.”

I paused, the idea landing heavily in the pit of my stomach. “Maybe,” I said softly.

There was a hesitation on Kristi’s end before her tone shifted. “I’ve got another shocker for you, you’re trending.”

My stomach dropped. “Wait, what?”

“A photo of your wedding leaked. I’ll send you the link right now.”

I clicked on the link, and the words on the screen made my blood run cold:

Rumor has it that Victor Montgomery betrayed Dominic Quantum in a high-stakes business deal, but the question everyone is asking is: Is Dominic’s sudden marriage to Emily Montgomery about love? Or is it part of a payback scheme to settle the score with Victor and send a chilling message to anyone else thinking about crossing Dominic?

Then I scrolled to the picture, a shot of us in the church, during that moment when he kissed me. My cheeks burned as the memory of his lips on mine rushed back.

“But how did they get a picture like this?”

“Bloggers have their ways,” Kristi replied with a sigh. “Looks like the girl who shied away from social media has become headline material.”

I sighed, rubbing my temples. “Guess it comes with the territory.” I paused for a moment, the weight of everything sinking in. “Anyway, how’s the new place?”

When I realized there was no one else to borrow fifty million from, and marrying Dominic became my only option, Kristi and I immediately started searching for an apartment, staying in my dad’s pool house was no longer an option for Kristi. With Seb’s help, she found one in no time. Ever since Kristi picked me up from the lounge a week ago, she’d exchanged numbers with Seb, and they’ve kept in touch.

There was a pause before I heard a muffled male voice in the background. Kristi cleared her throat awkwardly. “Look, I’ve got to go, but I’ll call you back soon, okay? There’s something I’ve got to do.”

A small smirk tugged at my lips despite the mess I was in. “Something you’ve got to do, or someone you’ve got to do?”

Kristi giggled. “Shut up, babe. I’ll call you later!” And with that, she hung up.

Twenty minutes later, I stepped out of the bathroom, feeling slightly more like myself. The sight of an older woman smoothing fresh sheets over the bed caught me off guard.

“Good morning, dear,” she said warmly, folding the last of the linens. “I’m Mrs. Kensington, the housekeeper. Mr. Quantum sure knows how to pick the pretty ones.”

I blinked, unsure how to respond. “Thank you,” I mumbled, feeling a flush creep up my cheeks.

She smiled kindly. “Welcome to the family.”

“Thank you,” I replied again, an odd mix of comfort and unease settling over me.

I suddenly became self-conscious, wondering what Mrs. Kensington must think of Dom and me, newlyweds sleeping in separate bedrooms.

Not wanting to linger and risk further awkwardness, I turned to leave, letting Mrs. Kensington finish her work.

A few moments later, I walked into the living room, only to stop short at the sight before me. Dominic was sitting cross-legged on the floor, a little plastic doll in his hand, gently combing its hair. Lucy was perched next to him, her small fingers reaching for the colorful clips scattered around them. She picked one up, holding it out to Dominic.

“Here, Daddy! Put this one in her hair.”

Dominic took the clip from her and placed it in the doll’s hair. His brow furrowed in concentration as he worked.

I stood there unable to tear my eyes away. There was no way this was the same man who snapped orders and exuded cold, distant authority at the office. The Dominic I knew was moody, sharp-tongued, and barely human. Yet, here he was sitting with his daughter, fully immersed in this tiny world of dolls and hair clips.

A wave of nostalgia washed over me. I remembered sitting at the kitchen table with my father, doing something just like this. I’d always loved braiding my dolls’ hair, and he’d patiently sat next to me, taking the time to get it just right. It wasn’t the big, extravagant moments that made me feel close to him, it was the small things, the quiet gestures that spoke louder than any words ever could.

I felt a stab in my heart at the thought that my father was no longer the man I had once known. The man who would drop everything to listen, to offer advice, to hold me when I needed him. But now... that part of him had vanished, the very part I needed more than ever.

I stepped back quietly and decided to find the kitchen and get something to eat. Though I was no stranger to luxury, Dominic’s house was something else entirely. When Alec had pulled up yesterday, I couldn’t help but marvel at the tall pillars flanking the entrance, supporting a balcony that overlooked the meticulously manicured lawn. The house itself was massive, the stonework gleaming in the sunlight, with large, ornate windows that could have belonged in a palace. Everything about it screamed wealth, sophistication, and power.

As I wandered through the hallways, the grandeur of the place seemed to stretch on forever. Finally, I stumbled upon the kitchen. It was just as impressive as the rest of the house. The floors were a rich, glossy walnut that gleamed under the soft light spilling from the windows. The cabinets were made of Italian walnut wood, their finish sleek and flawless, while the countertops were a stunning mix of white Carrara marble and black granite, catching the light with every turn. It was the kind of kitchen you’d see in magazines, every detail chosen for its beauty and luxury.

I opened the fridge and pulled out a few fruits, grapes, apples, and strawberries. After rummaging around for a knife, a bowl and a cutting board, I started preparing a quick snack.

As I was slicing the fruit, I heard soft footsteps approaching. Lucy froze in the doorway, clearly contemplating whether to bolt again.

“Lucy, thanks for breakfast,” I said with a smile.

She tilted her head, confusion dancing in her eyes.

“You’re not mad that I spilled everything all over you?” she asked shyly.

“No, why would I be? It was an accident,” I reassured her with a warm smile.

She stared at me for a second as if trying to decide if she could trust my words. Then, without a word, she took a step closer and began walking toward me.

“Daddy said that the both of you got married yesterday. He said I should call you Aunty Emily.”

“We did, and I’d like that very much.”

To my surprise, Lucy rushed up to me and threw her small arms around me in a tight hug. I hugged her back, feeling a wave of tenderness I hadn’t expected.

As Lucy pulled back slightly, I couldn’t help but notice the chain with the butterfly pendant around her neck. It caught the light in the most beautiful way.

“That’s so pretty,” I complimented.

Lucy smiled. “Thanks. It was a gift from my Uncle Seb.”

“So,” I said softly, “what did you come into the kitchen to get? Maybe I can help you with that.”

“I came to get a snack.”

I showed her the bowl of fruit I was preparing. “I can make you a bowl if you want.”

She looked thoughtful for a second. “Uncle Vince says a snack should always be something soft and sweet.”

At that moment, Dominic’s voice came from the doorway, playfully, “Oh really? Like what?”

“Like chocolate cake, the one we had for breakfast,” Lucy said. Then her eyes widened and her hands flew to her mouth. “Oops, that was supposed to be our little secret.”

Dominic raised an eyebrow, a smirk tugging at the corner of his mouth. “Seems like I’ll have to call Uncle Vince and have a little chat with him.”

Lucy pouted. “Come on, Dad, chill. It’s not that serious. It’s not like I have it every day.”

I couldn’t help but stifle a laugh as I saw the look of shock and amusement on Dominic’s face before he shook his head. “You’ve got to go get ready for dance class, sweetie, you can eat your snack in the car,” he said, his tone shifting to one of parental authority.

“Aunty Emily said she’d prepare me some fruits,” Lucy protested, looking back at me.

“That’s right. I did.”

He shot me a small nod, his lips curling into a brief smile.

“That’s a great way to get that chocolate cake out of your system. Now, scoot before you’re late.”

As Lucy skipped out of the kitchen, Dominic turned his attention to me.

“I see you found something amusing. Care to share?” he asked, his voice low, almost teasing.

“You seem really different at home than at the office. Maybe living here wouldn’t be as bad as I thought.”

Dominic’s gaze softened slightly, and for a moment, there was a flicker of something else in his eyes. “There are also other things that wouldn’t be that bad either.” His eyes lingered on my lips, a quiet intensity building in the air between us.

I felt my cheeks warm as I glanced away, suddenly feeling self-conscious.

There was an awkward silence between us. “I’ll leave you to your snacks then.” He paused just before stepping out, turning to look at me with an unreadable expression. “And, Emily...”

I looked up.

His lips curled into a small smile. “Thank you.”

He left, leaving me to prepare Lucy’s snack, my heart racing. I stood there for a moment, my thoughts a mix of emotions.


Chapter 9 - Dominic

First Victor’s trash-talking campaign, now this! It had been one damn thing after another these past few weeks. Just when we had that mess with Victor sorted out, got him to delete every last one of his spiteful posts from social media, and things with my brothers seemed to have cleared up, though Seb still wasn’t as open with me as he used to be. He’d show up for business, sure, but he no longer made those casual visits to the office like before. I knew we’d sort it out eventually, but for now, it felt like a lingering cold front between us.

So, I figured I could finally take a breath. I could focus on my marriage, on Emily. I could focus on us. But of course, life had other plans.

Now, instead of enjoying my new life, my wife, and the quiet I thought I deserved, I’m bombarded by this, another damn threatening email.

I glanced at the phone, the call from Donovan, my head of security still echoing in my ears. That was the fifth one in two weeks, since Emily and I had tied the knot. Each email, the same cryptic message: Does your wife know about your dirty little secret? What would happen if the world found out?

I knew exactly what the threats were about. It wasn’t a mystery. It was a reminder of my past, a shadow I’d worked tirelessly to keep buried. For years, everything had been quiet, far enough removed that I could almost convince myself it was behind me. But now? Now, it was all surfacing again. Why now? Why after marrying Emily?

What the hell changed?

Maybe, I shouldn’t have told Vincent to leak our wedding photo to the blogs.

There was a knock on the door, and Emily walked in, looking as stunning as ever. Her hair was pulled back in a tight bun, a few curls deliberately falling loose to frame her face. She wore a navy-blue pantsuit that clung to her curves perfectly, and a colorful scarf was tied neatly around her neck, adding a touch of elegance to the ensemble.

After we got married, Emily came back to work as my PA, refusing to give up the career she loved, determined to set out to make a mark of her own in the world of tech, and I admired her drive and ambition.

She took one look at me, her eyes narrowing with concern. “Mr. Quantum, is everything okay?”

I couldn’t help but chuckle. My ring adorned her finger, yet she still insisted on calling me Mr. Quantum at work because, apparently, it was more professional.

“Everything is fine, Mrs. Quantum.”

And there it was—the blush. Every time I called her Mrs. Quantum, she tried to hide it, but I could see the warmth spreading across her cheeks. It was the cutest thing, and I couldn’t help but think how lucky I was to be the one to make her feel that way.

“Your 2 p.m. appointment is here. Should I let him in?”

“Yes, please, send him in.”

She smiled before leaving the office, and I couldn’t help but watch her go. Her shift from my outgoing PA to my introverted wife still amazed me. At work, she was confident and professional, but at home, she became withdrawn and secluded, giving all her attention to Lucy while avoiding me.

We were probably the only newly married couple who slept in separate bedrooms. And it shouldn’t bother me. After all, marrying her had been a strategic play, a business arrangement, not a romance. It shouldn’t bother me, but it did.

And it certainly shouldn’t bother me when Mrs. Kensington shot me those knowing looks, even though she hadn’t openly said anything yet.

There was another knock on the door, and Emily walked in, accompanied by Mr. Fraser, a new client. We exchanged pleasantries before she left, and the two of us got down to business. The rest of the afternoon passed in a blur of meetings, one after another, each more exhausting than the last.

Just as I was ready to call it a day, another knock echoed through the office. I assumed it was Emily, likely coming to check on me or wrap things up for the day. But to my surprise, when the door opened, it wasn’t her standing there. It was Sebastien.

He looked me squarely in the eyes. “Hey, Dom... can we talk?”

“My door's always open to family. What’s up, Seb?”

He walked into the office, closed the door, and sat opposite me.

“I know things have been tense between us,” Seb began, his voice firm but without malice. “And I want to make it right. What happened that day... I was pissed off, and I took it too far.” He paused, his expression softening for just a moment. “Bro, seeing how messed up she was at the bar, I couldn’t shake the fear that she’d start using alcohol as a way to escape real life. I’ve seen it before, hell, I’ve done it myself. And the thought of her going down that road, while Victor’s out there living his best life and his daughter’s suffering because of his betrayal... I just couldn’t stand it.”

My jaw tightened. My mind flashed back to memories of Seb, how alcohol had almost ruined him after their parents died, at the young age of fifteen. He got in with the wrong crowd and things escalated quickly. We rallied around him and pulled him out of it.

I exhaled slowly. “I get where you’re coming from, Seb. But Emily is my wife now, which means she’s also Lucy’s stepmother. And I’ll be damned if I let her fall into that kind of hole. I’m not some sadistic bastard.”

Seb met my gaze, unwavering. “You were so hell-bent on marrying her, and none of us knew what your endgame was. We didn’t know how you’d treat her once she was under your roof.

“Seb. I needed to make a statement, and I made it. I am not going to hurt Emily. That’s my promise.”

His shoulders loosened just slightly. “I know that now. And for what it’s worth, I’m sorry for the way I handled it. I just needed to know she was safe. You’re a man of your word.”

I leaned back, my tone softer now. “She is. I’d burn the world down before letting anything happen to her. Emily is mine to protect, always.”

I saw a strange look wash over Seb’s face before it faded as if something unspoken flickered in his mind and just as quickly disappeared. He glanced at his watch. “I’ve got a meeting to get to. Send my love to Lucy and Mrs. Kensington.”

When Seb stood, I stood as well, and we shook hands, an understanding passing between us.

As Seb walked out, I felt a strange relief, like a weight had been lifted, even if just a little. But relief didn’t last long, there was still work to do. I picked up the phone and dialed Craig.

Being a PI had its perks, he had a network of spies, loyal to the bone, and I needed to keep their ears on the ground. Information was power, and right now, I couldn’t afford to be caught off guard. I needed to know why my past was being resurrected now. I needed eyes and ears everywhere, even if I wasn’t ready to make my move just yet.

After the call ended, I immediately called Donovan. “Tighten security,” I said, my voice firm. “Not just for me, but for every member of my family. Including Mrs. Kensington.”

“Will do, Mr. Quantum.”

I hung up the call and called Mrs. Kensington, she picked up almost immediately.

“Mr. Quantum, what can I do for you?”

“I need a favor,” I replied, glancing at my watch. “Think you can watch Lucy for a few hours tonight? I want to take Emily out to dinner.”

There was a pause, and then she chuckled. “Oh, I see. A romantic evening? You know this will cost you, right? Lucy’s expecting you to tuck her in tonight.”

I couldn’t help but laugh. “I’ll make it up to her. How about she gets extra dessert after dinner? That should buy me some goodwill.”

Mrs. Kensington laughed, too. “Indeed. Have fun, Mr. Newly-Wed.”

Next, I called the restaurant to make our reservation. Everything was set. Now, I just had to convince Emily to join me.

I stepped out of my office and walked to the front desk. There she was, typing away with her usual focus, the monitor’s glow reflecting off her face. It was well past working hours, but you’d think it was midday with the way she was still working.

“Still here working?” I leaned casually against the desk, masking my amusement.

Her fingers froze mid-type as she glanced up, startled. “I’m just finishing up a few things.”

“It’s after hours,” I teased, raising an eyebrow. “Are you working extra hard to impress the boss?”

Her cheeks turned pink, and she stammered, “I…no, I just wanted to…”

I grinned, unable to resist. “Relax, wifey. I’m joking.”

She rolled her eyes, but the corners of her lips twitched into a faint smile.

“Well,” I said, straightening, “since you’re so dedicated, I figured you should be appreciated. I made a reservation for dinner.”

Her hands hovered over the keyboard. “Dinner?”

“Yeah. It’s a nice place. Thought we could go together.”

For a moment, I thought she’d refuse. She hesitated, her lips pressing into a tight line.

Then she surprised me. “Okay. I’d like that.”

I couldn’t help but smile. “Perfect. Let’s go.”

The drive to the restaurant was quiet, save for the soft hum of the engine. While Alec maneuvered through the evening traffic, I stole a glance at Emily sitting beside me, her hands fidgeting with the strap of her bag. Her face was a mix of curiosity and unease, the kind of nervous anticipation I couldn’t help but find endearing.

As the car slowed to a stop, I stepped out first, rounding the vehicle to open the door for her. She looked up at me, a flicker of surprise in her eyes, and accepted my hand as I helped her out. Looping her arm through mine, I led her into the restaurant, the soft glow of chandeliers spilling through the glass doors.

The ambience was perfect, warm lighting, the soft murmur of conversations, and a faint string quartet playing in the background. Emily’s eyes widened as she took it all in.

“This is beautiful,” she murmured, her voice laced with awe.

“I thought you’d like it,” I replied, guiding her to our table. I pulled out her chair, my fingers brushing hers briefly as she sat. “Only the best for you.”

Dinner started off effortlessly as we placed our order together with a bottle of wine. The server brought it over, and I poured each of us a glass. Emily trailed the stem of the glass between her fingers, swirling the wine but not actually drinking it.

“You know, you don’t have to drink it if you don’t want to,” I said, eyeing her glass.

She smiled faintly, looking slightly embarrassed. “I really don’t do alcohol. I didn’t want to ruin the mood.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Next time, just tell me what you want. Your needs matter too, you know.”

She met my gaze, her eyes softening. “I’ll remember that. Thank you.”

“What would you like to have?”

“A sparkling water with a touch of lime, thanks.”

I called the waiter over and placed Emily’s order. We sat in comfortable silence for a moment, the clinking of silverware against plates filling the space until the waiter brought her order. She took a sip and she spoke, her voice reflective.

“You know, I always wanted a daughter. Watching you with Lucy—I see how much you care. It’s different from what I expected when I first met you.”

I raised an eyebrow, curious. “What do you mean?”

She hesitated before speaking, looking a little embarrassed but honest. “I thought you’d be more... distant, you know? The absent father type. But seeing you with her, it’s clear that you’re there for her.”

For a moment, I just stared at her, captivated by the sincerity in her eyes. “I’m her father it’s my responsibility to be there for my daughter. Lucy means the world to me. I’ll never let her feel like she’s on her own.”

Emily nodded, sadness flashed across her face, her voice gentle. “I wish all fathers had that mindset. She’s lucky to have you.”

I reached across the table and held her hand in mine. “And we are happy to have you.”

“Thank you.” She smiled warmly before a mischievous glint sparkled in her eye. “She’s such a sweet child and such a delight to be around, she must have taken that from her Uncle Seb.”

I laughed but before I could respond, the sparkle in her eyes dimmed and she pulled her hand back slowly.

“Emily?” I asked, concern threading through my voice.

Her gaze was fixed beyond me, her body stiffening. Slowly, I turned to see what had stolen her attention.

Victor. Striding toward us with Amber clinging to his arm.

They stopped at our table, Victor’s voice commanding. “Emily. Dominic.”

“Dad,” Emily replied, her voice tight.

Amber’s smile was all venom and no warmth. “What a surprise,” she drawled. “Isn’t this lovely?”

“Emily, we need to talk.”

Emily tensed visibly. “Not here, Dad. Not now.”

“You’ve been ignoring me,” he snapped, stepping closer.

“She said not here.” My tone was sharp as I glared at Victor.

Victor’s eyes met mine, cold and unyielding. “This is a family matter. Stay out of it.”

“Maybe you’ve forgotten, but Emily is my wife therefore she is my family so I can’t stay out of it.”

Victor’s laugh was sharp and icy. “But is she, though? She’s not really your wife, she’s a purchase. One that cost fifty million dollars.”

My eyes narrowed, tension simmering. Victor was baiting me, and I wasn’t about to cause a scene. I took a slow breath, refusing to give him the satisfaction.

Amber chirped, “Maybe we should all take a moment—”

“Emily—” Victor’s voice sliced through her words, sharper now, more commanding.

“Dad, just leave!” Emily’s voice cracked.

Victor’s expression darkened. “I’m not leaving until we talk.”

“Fine,” Emily shot back, standing abruptly and snatching her bag from the table. “Then I’ll leave!”

As she turned to go, Victor grabbed her arm, his grip firm.

“Let me go!” she shrieked, her voice echoing through the restaurant, drawing startled glances from the nearby diners.

The sound ignited something primal in me. Before I could even think, I was on my feet, the chair screeching against the polished floor. I closed the distance in a heartbeat, grabbing Victor by the collar and yanking him away from her.

“If you touch her again,” I growled, my voice ice-cold, each word dripping with menace, “it’ll be the last time you use those filthy hands of yours.”

I towered over Victor, my frame heavier with muscle, the kind of build that made him seem small in comparison. His eyes burned with fury as he glared at me, but he didn’t dare move.

I caught glimpses of flashes from the corner of my eye. I loosened my grip, shoving him back a step. He stumbled slightly before straightening, his hand brushing down his jacket.

“This isn’t over,” he hissed, before he turned on his heel and stormed out, Amber scurrying after him.

By the time I turned back to Emily, she was already gone.

I rushed outside and spotted her climbing into the car, her movements frantic and unsteady. I slid in just as Alec started the engine.

“Take us home,” I ordered, my voice quieter but still taut with anger.

Emily didn’t say a word the entire drive. She sat pressed against the door, her face turned away, her arms crossed tightly, her knees drawn up slightly as if she were trying to make herself smaller.

I wanted to reach out, to say something, anything to ease her pain, but the words refused to come.

As soon as the car stopped, Emily was out, moving swiftly toward the house.

“Emily, please wait.”

She didn’t respond, she just kept going. By the time I caught hold of her arm, she was already halfway down the hallway. I spun her around and the moment her eyes met mine the dam broke.

Tears flooded her face as her voice cracked. “What do you both want from me? First, you act like you care, and then you don’t! Then you care! I’m only human! There’s only so much I can take!”

I felt my chest tighten, guilt clawing at my insides. This was the first time I was truly regretting my actions, seeing her break down like this. I had been so blind, so caught up in revenge that I didn’t see what I was doing to her.

Your brothers warned you, Dominic. But you refused to listen.

I pulled her into my chest, my arms locking around her even as she tried to pull away. She fought me for a moment, but I held her tighter, not giving her the space to escape.

God, I was such an idiot.

Her body shook as she cried against me, her breath coming in ragged gasps, her tears soaking through my shirt. I pressed my cheek against her hair. It killed me to see her torn like this, and worse, knowing I was the cause of it.

I needed to fix this.

Whatever it took.


Chapter 10 - Emily

When I woke up, sunlight was pouring through the curtains, the kind of soft light that made me want to pull the covers over my head and pretend the world didn’t exist. But then I smelled something faint and sweet, a scent that tugged me from the haze of sleep.

Turning my head, I blinked at the sight on my nightstand: a huge bouquet of pink and white carnations. My favorite.

How did he know?

I reached out, fingertips brushing the soft petals.

There was a note tucked in the middle.

Emily,

Take today for yourself. I’ll handle things at work. Call if you need anything.

—Dominic

I read it once. Then twice. By the third time, my throat was tight, and I didn’t know what to do with the wave of emotions crashing over me.

Last night, he had made reservations for dinner, opened my car door, defended me against my father, let me cry on his shoulder, kissed my forehead

and then tucked me in. And now this?

Emotionally drained and physically worn out, my body begged me to stay home. But sitting alone with my thoughts all day? No way. I needed noise, routine, something to keep my mind busy. So I got dressed, grabbed my bag, and went to work.

The second I knocked and heard his deep, steady “Come in,” I stepped inside, and his brow lifted the moment he saw me.

“Emily,” he said, his tone a mix of surprise and curiosity.

I stood there awkwardly. “I know I’m late,” I blurted, avoiding his gaze. “I’m sorry. I just—”

His expression softened, and he cut me off with a slight shake of his head. “I wasn’t expecting you at all. I gave you the day off. And how did you get to work?”

“I booked a ride.”

His gaze hardened, just for a moment, and he straightened, his posture suddenly more tense. “Emily, if you ever need someone to carry you anywhere, please call Alec and he’ll come get you. Okay?”

I nodded quickly, my stomach dropping at the change in his tone. It was like he was trying to stay calm, but there was an underlying urgency I couldn’t ignore.

“Understood.”

“Why are you here?”

“I couldn’t just sit at home doing nothing. I needed to keep busy.”

He studied me for a moment, his expression unreadable, and then he nodded. “Fair enough. But if at any time during the day you feel overwhelmed, let me know and I’ll have Alec take you home.”

There it was again, that quiet concern that threw me off balance.

“And thanks for the flowers,” I added, my voice soft. “They’re beautiful.”

He gave a small smile. “You’re welcome. I just wanted to do something to brighten your day and put a smile on your face.”

He hesitated for a second, “My brothers are coming for dinner tonight.”

My history with Dominic’s brothers wasn’t the best. The last time I saw Axel, I called him a lapdog—not exactly to his face, but it was close enough. Then there was Seb, that day when I was drunk. And Leo, he was at the wedding, but he didn’t talk to me at all. How was I supposed to be around his brothers now? They probably thought I was a rude, drunken mess who was desperate for a husband, so I married their brother, a man who wasn’t just twice my age but also my father’s ex-best friend.

A look of concern crossed Dominic’s face. “Emily, is something wrong?”

I shook my head, trying to hide the wave of unease rolling through me. “I’m not sure if I’m in the headspace for a big dinner. I hope you don’t mind if I sit this one out.”

“Actually, I do mind. Family is important to me, and I’d love for you and my brothers to get to know each other more.”

“But we haven’t even gotten to know each other more, and we’re living in the same house. Why should I get to know them?”

I blurted it out before I even realized the words had escaped my mouth. The second they left, I regretted them.

“I—I’m so sorry I didn’t mean to..”

Dominic stepped out from behind his desk and leaned against the front of it. He folded his arms across his chest, his eyes locking onto mine.

“Actually, you did mean it. Never be afraid to say what you mean,” he said, his voice calm but firm. “But you’re right. We haven’t been able to get to know each other, but is that entirely my fault?”

I bit my lower lip. Dominic had been nothing but a gentleman so far, letting me stay in one of the guest rooms without any pressure to join him in the master bedroom. He hadn’t pushed me for anything, yet I chose to lock myself in my room, away from him.

Yeah, that’s because this man forced you into this. You’re a prisoner of marriage don’t forget that.

“I guess you can’t get to know someone who’s been avoiding you.”

“So you admit that you’ve been avoiding me?”

“Do you blame me?”

“I guess not.” He stepped closer to me, and gently, placed his hands on the sides of my arms, his touch sending butterflies straight to my stomach.

“Going forward, I’d like us to get to know each other. I’ll get one of Lucy’s uncles to take her for the weekend, and I’ll give Mrs. Kensington the weekend off. Maybe we can do something together.”

The idea of spending the entire weekend alone with Dominic sent a rush of heat through me.

Me?

Alone with him?

I could hardly wrap my mind around everything that had happened so far, let alone what he was suggesting.

His recent behavior was awakening a strange desire inside me. He’d been so careful, so considerate, but now, as he stood so close, I couldn’t deny that I felt… something. Something that made me feel hot all over, and I wasn’t sure how to handle it.

I swallowed hard. “Okay,” I whispered, the word barely leaving my lips as the tension between us seemed to swell.

For a moment, Dominic’s eye bore into mine like he was searching for something. His eyes flicked downward, to my lips. My heart stuttered, and before I could think better of it, I found myself wanting him to kiss me.

The realization jolted me, and I pulled back abruptly, my movement so sudden and clumsy that I nearly tumbled backwards.

Dominic’s reflexes were quick. His arms caught me firmly, steadying me, pulling me against him. My breath hitched as my breasts pressed against his solid chest.

His breathing had quickened, matching the erratic rhythm of my heart as his arms stayed wrapped around me. I didn’t know whether I wanted to push him away or stay exactly where I was.

His phone rang, the sharp sound slicing through the moment, shattering it like glass. Dominic’s grip on me loosened as he cleared his throat, his expression shifting back to the composed man I was used to seeing.

“We’d better get to work.” His voice had an edge to it that I had never heard before.

I nodded quickly, not trusting myself to speak. As I stepped back, the warmth of his touch lingered on my skin, making my pulse race even faster. Without another word, I turned and left his office, my legs wobbly beneath me, like they were made of jelly.

By the time I reached my desk, I wasn’t sure if I wanted to scream or sink into the floor. What the hell was happening to me?

The rest of the day was a whirlwind of reports, emails, and three impromptu meetings. When Dominic finally stepped out of his office, the clock read 6:30 p.m.

“Ready to go?”

I nodded, and we headed to the car. Dominic opened the door, and I slid inside, settling into my seat. Moments later, he joined me, and Alec started the engine.

As the car moved, I felt the faintest brush of his fingers against mine. My breath hitched, and I glanced down, my pulse quickening as his hand wrapped around mine, warm, firm, and steady, yet gentle enough to make my heart flutter.

I didn’t pull away.

Instead, I let him hold it, the simple gesture somehow both comforting and disarming. My fingers stayed entwined with his all the way home, the silence between us now charged with something new, something unspoken.

As Alec pulled the car into the driveway, my pulse quickened when I saw the lineup of sleek, luxury cars parked outside the house.

“Looks like my brothers are already here. All except Axel, as usual.”

My stomach twisted, and I stiffened in my seat.

Dominic noticed immediately, his thumb brushing the back of my hand. “Hey,” he said softly, turning to look at me. “Don’t worry. They’re going to love you.”

I nodded, forcing a smile that didn’t quite reach my eyes, and let him help me out of the car. My heart was pounding as we walked toward the door, Dominic’s hand never leaving mine.

The sound of laughter spilled out from inside the house, and when Dominic pushed the door open, I was hit with warmth and the delicious aroma of whatever Mrs. Kensington was cooking.

Lucy’s giggle rang out as she came running toward us, her face lighting up the moment she saw us. “Daddy! Aunty Emily!”

Dominic scooped her up with one arm effortlessly. “Lucy! Have you been keeping your uncles in check?”

She gave him a sassy grin, crossing her arms. “Daddy, I’ve been entertaining them. Big difference.”

I laughed softly, the sound helping ease some of my nerves. As Dominic set her down, she darted back toward the living room, her giggles echoing through the house. Dominic’s hand returned to the small of my back, reassuring, as we followed her inside.

As soon as we entered, all eyes were on us, and I’m sure if Dominic’s hand hadn’t been on my back, I would’ve hidden behind him. A wave of nausea hit, and I silently prayed that whatever was in my stomach wouldn’t rise to the surface. But then I thought of Kristi, how much she’d love to be in this room right now. She’d probably be soaking it all in with that mischievous grin of hers, thriving in the attention. I couldn’t help but imagine her in my shoes, confident, maybe even making a joke to break the tension. I looked around again, and if I’m being honest, they were some of the finest specimens of Adam that God has blessed women with, and I couldn’t be happier to have one of them as my own.

Dominic cleared his throat, his voice commanding but relaxed. “Everyone, you’ve already met Emily as my PA. But, now let me introduce you to her as my wife.”

One by one the brothers greeted me warmly before hugging me and returning to their seats.

“Now that Daddy has a wife,” Lucy piped up with a mischievous grin, “when are the rest of you getting married?”

The men exchanged glances, each one looking to Dominic as if silently begging to intervene. Before anyone could say anything, Lucy continued, not missing a beat.

“We need more girls around here to play with.”

Vincent dramatically clutched his chest, acting hurt. “Have we not been doing a good enough job, Lucy?” he asked, feigning offense.

Lucy glanced him over, unfazed. “Yeah, but when it’s time to talk about the boys I like in my class, I’m gonna need more females to talk to. It can’t only be Aunty Emily!”

Dominic’s jaw twitched, and I felt his hand tighten a fraction at my back, his body stiffening as he clearly wasn’t expecting Lucy’s blunt words.

Sebastien nearly choked on his drink, and Leonardo coughed, suppressing a laugh before calling out, “What’s that, Mrs. Kay? You need help in the kitchen? I’m coming!”

One by one, the men disappeared, leaving just me, Dominic, and Lucy in the room.

I could see his composure faltering just a bit, before he forced a quick smile and recovered.

“Don’t worry, Lucy. We’ll find some wives for your uncles,” Dominic said, his voice slightly more strained than usual. “But for now, go help Mrs. Kay set the table while Emily and I go freshen up.”

“Okay, Daddy,” Lucy replied, already running off to the kitchen totally unaware of the effect her words had on her father and her uncles.

Dominic let out a long breath, his hand leaving my back as he ran his fingers through his hair. I couldn’t help but chuckle at how he seemed to relax the moment Lucy was out of sight.

“How do you deal with all that sass?” I teased, folding my arms. “Can you imagine her at sixteen?”

“I’m not ready to even think about those teen years,” Dominic groaned. He glanced at me, and the smirk on his lips made my heart skip. “But I blame the fact that when she’s not at school, she’s surrounded by adults.”

“Are you blaming her sass on being an only child?” I raised an eyebrow, curious to see his response.

“Maybe.” His gaze softened as he met my eyes, and I felt a flutter in my chest. “But hopefully, that’ll change—soon.”

My face flushed with warmth, and I found myself at a loss for words, my breath catching in my throat. Dominic’s gaze lingered on me, his eyes full of passion? Lust? That made my pulse race. He reached out, gently brushing a few strands of my hair behind my ear sending a spark through my skin. “Go upstairs and freshen up,” he murmured, his voice low and hoarse. “Dinner will be served soon.”

I nodded. As I turned to head up the stairs, my stomach fluttered in anticipation but this time not because of the dinner with his brothers.

About an hour later as I sat at the dinner table, Axel had finally shown up and I couldn't help but feel a warmth spread through me as I watched Dominic interact with his brothers and Lucy. At first, I had assumed his brothers followed his rules, aimlessly deferring to his every word, seeing him only as their older, powerful sibling. But as I observed, I realized how different he was in this environment compared to at work.

In the office, he exuded control and authority, commanding respect effortlessly. But here, with them, he was relaxed, smiling more freely, and cracking jokes with his brothers as though they were just regular guys, not the powerful billionaires they were. Watching the way he teased and engaged with Lucy made me smile. There was an ease to him I hadn’t expected.

I couldn’t deny it, this family was amazing. And Dominic... well, he was more than just the man I thought I knew. He was layers upon layers of complexity, and I realized, with a mix of excitement and curiosity, that I wanted to uncover every single one of them.


Chapter 11 - Dominic

The quiet of the house felt different, softer somehow, as I poured myself a cup of coffee. Without Lucy’s chatter or Mrs. Kensington bustling around, the kitchen seemed... too big, too still. It reminded me of the nights after long workdays when the house was quiet, but this silence felt less lonely. Maybe because I wasn’t entirely alone.

Emily stepped into the room, her presence like a gentle ripple breaking the surface of a still pond. She wasn’t wearing makeup, and her long hair was pulled back in one of those messy buns that somehow still looked perfect. The oversized sweater and jeans were a far cry from her polished work wardrobe, but there was something about the casual ease of it that made her even more captivating.

“Good morning,” she said, her voice warm but unsure, as though testing the waters.

“Morning,” I replied, leaning against the counter. I couldn’t help but remember the dinner earlier this week when she’d fit so seamlessly into the chaos of my family. She’d taken my brothers’ teasing in stride, even firing back her own quick comebacks like she’d known them for years.

After dinner, I’d overheard her apologizing to Axel, her voice soft but sincere. She’d admitted she’d been out of line for calling him a lapdog and that she regretted it. She didn’t need to, but she had anyway. It had meant something to her to get along with him. That realization stirred something in me, admiration, maybe. Or something deeper.

Her gaze swept the room, pausing here and there, on the empty coffee mugs in the sink, the neat stack of mail on the island, the book on the counter. When her eyes met mine, I felt it, a subtle shift.

“Where’s Mrs. Kensington?” she asked as she moved to the coffee pot, pouring herself a cup. Her hands were steady, but there was something hesitant about the way she asked like she was bracing herself for the answer.

“I gave her the weekend off,” I said simply. “Axel offered to take Lucy, so I thought Mrs. Kensington could use a break.”

Her fingers tightened on the mug for a fraction of a second. “Oh.” It was barely a sound, but I caught the flicker of something in her eyes, shock? Unease?

“How about we do something together today?” I suggested, keeping my tone light. “You know, as part of actually getting to know each other better.”

Her head tilted slightly, her guarded expression softening just a touch. “Like what?”

Before I could answer, her gaze lingered on the book sitting on the counter.

“What’s this?” she asked, picking it up and flipping through the pages. “Origami?”

“Yeah,” I said with a chuckle. “Axel dropped it off this morning when he picked up Lucy. She’s excited to try it, so I thought I’d learn a few designs. Figured it’d be something fun we could do together when she’s back tomorrow.”

Her lips curved in a small smile, her fingers brushing over a page with a paper frog. The way she looked at it, her face softening, stirred something in me.

“That’s... sweet,” she murmured, almost to herself.

“How about after breakfast?” I suggested. “We can give it a shot. See who’s the better paper-folder.”

Her gaze lifted to mine, her hesitation fading. “Sure,” she said, a little warmth creeping into her voice. “But just so you know, I dabbled in origami as a kid. I’m pretty sure I’ll be better at it than you.”

I raised a brow. “Is that so?”

“Absolutely,” she replied with a smirk. “Besides, with those manly hands, folding paper might be... challenging.” Her eyes sparkled with mischief, and I felt an unexpected rush of heat at the playful edge in her voice.

I chuckled, shaking my head. “So, you’ve noticed my manly hands.” I held them up, flexing my fingers. “Don’t let them fool you. They’re more capable than you think. I’m good at folding... certain things effortlessly.”

Her laugh was soft but genuine, and I caught the faint flush on her cheeks as she glanced back at the book.

When her eyes lifted to meet mine again, I couldn’t help but notice the way the warmth in her expression matched what I’d seen earlier that week at dinner. She’d been so at ease with my brothers, so genuine. That mattered to her. And, apparently, it mattered to me, too.

“Alright, Mr. Effortless,” she said, her tone teasing. “Those hands may be able to fold big things—but let’s see if those hands can handle folding a tiny piece of paper after breakfast.”

Her casual tone, paired with that mischievous glint in her eyes, sent my mind spiraling in ways it shouldn’t, surprising even me. The image of her, under the covers in my bed, that same soft smile still on her lips, made my pulse quicken. I caught myself, cursing inwardly, trying to shake off the thought I hadn’t meant to entertain.

As she turned and walked out, her every movement seemed to draw me in, leaving me with a buzz that traveled straight to my groin. I couldn’t ignore it, the heat rising in my chest and the tightness in my body.

What the hell had I been thinking, sending Lucy and Mrs. Kensington away for the weekend? Maybe I’d just made this a whole lot harder on myself.

After she left, I moved around the kitchen, my hands on autopilot, the rhythmic motion of whipping up pancakes oddly calming.

As the batter sizzled, the warm, sweet smell began to fill the air. I couldn’t help but smile—it was my mother’s secret recipe, one of the few things of hers I had left.

The sound of footsteps broke my focus. Emily reappeared in the doorway, her phone in hand and a coffee mug in the other. She paused, her nose twitching as the smell hit her.

“That smells nice,” she said, a small smile tugging at her lips.

“Thanks,” I replied, glancing her way. “It’s my mother’s secret recipe.”

Her expression softened as she stepped further into the room. “Your mother? I’ve never heard you talk about her.”

I nodded, flipping a pancake, though the ache in my chest threatened to grow. “That’s because both my parents passed away when I was twenty. It wasn’t easy... especially with five younger brothers depending on me.”

A pause stretched between us before Emily spoke, her voice quieter. “My mother passed away when I was just five. I barely remember her, but Dad gave me some of her pictures and jewelry to keep.”

I turned, my heart tightening at her words. I remembered her mother vividly—beautiful, full of life, and so deeply in love with Victor. Emily had just been born when I first met them, Victor beaming with pride. And then the accident… the news had hit me like a punch to the gut. I’d rushed to Victor’s side as soon as I could, but seeing him shattered had felt like losing her all over again.

Emily’s voice pulled me back. “How did you cope with it? Losing them both so suddenly?”

I swallowed hard, setting the spatula down. “It wasn’t easy. But you find a way to keep going, even when it doesn’t make sense.”

She nodded, her gaze thoughtful. “I guess having brothers helped. I always wanted a sibling, but Dad… he never thought he could fall in love again until he met Amber.”

There was a flicker of something in her tone—anger, maybe—but it faded as quickly as it came.

“Can I ask you a question? It’s sort of personal.” She looked a bit hesitant.

“Sure. How else can you get to know me if the questions aren’t personal.”

She nodded. “What happened to Lucy’s mom? Is she still in the picture?”

Emily must have seen the change in my face because she quickly stated, “If you don’t want to talk about it, it’s fine.”

I sighed, running a hand through my hair. “She stepped in as my PA for a while when Lila had surgery a few years ago. We started dating, and eventually, we got married. I thought she married me because she loved me. Then Victor discovered someone trying to transfer large sums of money from one of the accounts. It was her. Lucy was only a baby at the time. After that, Olivia vanished, and I haven’t seen her since.”

“I’m so sorry that she put you through that.” She covered my hand with hers.

“It’s ok. I’m over it now.”

There was a short silence between us before Emily spoke again.

“Do you need help with anything?” she asked, shifting the mood.

“Sure, why not? You can handle the bacon and eggs.”

Over the next fifteen minutes, we moved around the kitchen in sync. As we ate, our conversation drifted to lighter topics-favorite shows, and books that kept us up late.

Later, after cleaning up, we packed a picnic basket and headed outside. The sun filtered through the trees, casting playful shadows as we spread a blanket in the gazebo and placed the basket with fresh fruit, a bottle of non-alcoholic wine, and Lucy’s origami supplies on it.

Emily sat crisscrossed next to me, leaning forward slightly as she flipped absentmindedly through Lucy’s origami book. Her oversized sweater slipped off one shoulder, the loose neckline revealing the soft swell of her breast.

I tore my eyes away, clearing my throat, “So, are you ready to be schooled in the art of paper folding?”

She raised a skeptical brow. “Schooled? Please. I’ve got this.”

I chuckled as I took a sheet of paper. “Alright, Miss Expert. What are we starting with?”

She slid the book between us, her shoulder brushing mine as she leaned in closer. The scent of her shampoo, a tantalizing mix of citrus and something warm, like amber, wrapped around me, making it maddeningly hard to focus.

She pointed at the picture in the book. “Let’s keep it simple: a paper crane. Classic, elegant... easy.” Her voice was soft, almost velvety, and it pulled at something deep inside me.

I glanced up, and she was already looking at me, our faces so close I could see the faintest flecks of gold in her brown eyes, her lashes casting delicate shadows against her skin. My breath hitched as her gaze dipped, flickering to my lips for a heartbeat, a moment so brief I might’ve imagined it.

Her cheeks flushed as she shifted away, breaking the spell. The loss of her warmth left the space between us charged, my skin tingling where she’d brushed against me.

She turned to pour the wine, her movements deliberate, though her hand trembled slightly as she tilted the bottle. The clink of the glass against the bottle felt sharp in the quiet, and when she placed the plate of fruit between us, her fingers brushed mine.

She pulled away as if it burned, her shoulders stiffened as she settled beside me again with a piece of paper. Her fingers traced the edge of the book lightly as she scanned the instructions while I studied the pictures.

It was a simple crane. A child could probably do this in their sleep. How hard could it be?

We began to fold in silence. I tried to focus on the instructions in front of me, but the paper resisted me at every turn. The instructions might as well have been written in code. This wasn’t rocket science, so why did it feel like I was defusing a bomb?

Next to me, Emily’s fingers glided over the paper with precision, like she’d been born to fold it. I tried not to notice the way she always bit her lower lip when she was concentrating, a habit that should’ve been harmless but somehow felt distracting.

My grip tightened on the mangled paper as I glanced at her flawless creation, which seemed to mock me.

She made it all look so easy, and it wasn’t just the crane. From her PA role at the office, which I hadn’t thought she’d last more than a week in, to stepping seamlessly into the role of a stepmom like she was auditioning for Parent of the Year. Meanwhile, my crane was rapidly devolving into some unrecognizable disaster.

I sighed and her eyes flicked to my work.

“Everything ok?”

“Yeah, it’s fine.” I pressed my lips together, trying to keep my frustration at bay.

I could feel her eyes on me, but I didn’t look up. My pride prickling under her gaze. It wasn’t about the crane, not really. It was about her. About wanting to do something right in front of her, to impress her, and failing miserably.

“You do know you’re folding it the wrong way, right?” Her voice was soft but edged with amusement. “You’re supposed to bring the horizontal edges together, not the vertical ones.”

I shot her a look, holding up the mangled paper. “I tried that already, and it didn’t work. So I’m trying it a different way.”

Her laugh was soft, almost pitying, and it sent a jolt of irritation through me. “This is origami, Dominic. You can’t just ‘try a different way.’ There’s a right way.”

I crossed my arms, the paper crinkling in my grip. Her smug tone grated on my nerves, like I was some clueless idiot fumbling with a basic task. “Oh, really? Do you think I built a billion-dollar company by sticking to just ‘one way’? There’s no right way, just a way that works. Sometimes, you have to improvise.”

My voice came out sharper than I intended, and I caught the flicker of surprise in her eyes as she flinched. She recovered quickly, though, her composure slipping into place like armor. She closed her eyes for a brief moment, inhaling deeply, before fixing me with a steady gaze.

“This isn’t a billion-dollar company, Dominic. It’s a paper crane. And that way you tried? It’s clearly not working.” Her tone was calm, clipped, but there was an edge beneath it, like a challenge. She gestured to the crumpled mess in my hand, her lips pressed into a thin line. “If you actually followed the instructions, you’d end up with a crane instead of... whatever that is.” She gestured to my misshapen attempt before focusing on the final touches of her crane.

Why was she being so perfect at everything getting under my skin?

“Why do you think your way is the only way?”

Her head whipped toward me, her cheeks flushing as her eyes sparked with anger. “It’s not my way; it’s the right way. The book literally spells it out. But, of course, you have a problem with following instructions. It’s either your way or the highway.”

My jaw tightened. Her words weren’t the problem, it was the way her lips formed them, the way her eyes flashed, daring me to challenge her.

Well, you were the one who told her she shouldn’t be afraid to say what she means. Remember?

My eyes darkened. “You think you have me figured out, don’t you?”

She shifted on the blanket, folding her arms across her chest. Her chin jutted defiantly, her eyes sharp and unwavering. “Everyone has you figured out. You bulldoze your way through everything, business, relationships, life, and you’ll do anything to be in control.”

I leaned back slightly, bracing one hand against the blanket while the other rested on my knee. My gaze locked onto hers, my voice steady, trying to calm the anger rising to the surface. “Is that what you think?” I said smoothly, though the heat simmering beneath my tone was impossible to miss. “That I bulldoze my way through everything? Take what I want without a thought for anyone else?”

Her bitter laugh was sharp and cutting. “Mr. Quantum, did you think about me when you manipulated me into marrying you? Did you ever once stop to consider what I wanted? That at twenty, I might actually want to fall in love, have the wedding of my dreams, and live the life I planned?”

I clenched my jaw, fighting the sting of her words, as she stood up in one quick motion. “You know what? Agreeing to do this with you was a mistake.” She didn’t look back as she headed for the house, leaving me sitting there, with a bitter taste in my mouth.

“How did everything go so wrong?”

I watched her go, the sway of her hips more infuriating now than ever, and the tension in my chest burned hotter. My fingers curled into the blanket, wanting to go after her. To say something, anything, that would pull her back.

But I didn’t.


Chapter 12 - Emily

I paced around my room, my hands gripping the edge of my nightstand where Dominic’s flowers still sat. They only made me feel more agitated. And then there was that feeling every time I saw him, a pull, an almost magnetic attraction I couldn’t shake. It made no sense. Every time he was near, I found myself wanting to fall into his arms, wanting to trace my fingers along his jawline. What was wrong with me? I hated that he had this effect on me, but I couldn’t help it.

With a frustrated sigh, I flopped down on my bed and pulled up Kristi’s contact. As soon as the video call connected, she greeted me with a wide grin, her face already half-covered in makeup.

“So, what’s going on?” Kristi asked, expertly blending foundation into her skin. “You seem… tense.”

I leaned back against the headboard, rubbing my temples, and gave her the rundown on the showdown with Dominic earlier.

“Kristi, one minute we’re making paper cranes, and the next… we’re at each other’s throats.”

Kristi raised an eyebrow, her hands still moving expertly over her face. “Do you really think it was about the cranes, though?”

I groaned, glancing at the flowers again. “Maybe? I don’t know. That man gets on my nerves, Kristi. I swear, sometimes I just wanna strangle him.”

Kristi chuckled lightly. “Imagine being the owner of a billion-dollar company but not being able to make a paper crane. That could put a damper on a man’s ego.”

I shook my head, frustration bubbling up. “It’s not my fault he can’t make a paper crane!”

“Nobody said it was your fault,” she replied, her voice full of calm amusement. “It’s just men and their egos. I’ve learned not to let their egos affect me.”

Maybe Kristi was right. Maybe Dominic’s blow-up had nothing to do with me, but everything to do with his bruised pride. But over a paper crane? Why did he have to let it escalate like that? Why did he have to take it out on me? It stung more than I cared to admit, and deep down, I knew why.

I flopped back on the bed, staring at the ceiling, feeling the weight of it all. “But Kristi, there’s something else.” I squeezed my eyes shut, trying to push away the panic. I inhaled deeply, steadying myself. “I think I like Dominic.”

Kristi’s eyes widened, her hands freezing for a moment. “Emily! No way! Are you serious?”

I felt the words slip out before I could stop them. “I can’t control myself around him! He’s got this… hold on me, and I don’t know what to do. It’s like I’m losing my mind.”

Kristi leaned closer to the screen, her expression turning thoughtful. “Em, calm down. I mean, he’s your husband. Why can’t you feel a certain way about him?”

I sat up, my heart pounding. “Have you forgotten how I got into this mess in the first place? Is this what Stockholm Syndrome feels like?”

Kristi let out a light chuckle, but it was clear she didn’t fully understand. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to laugh, but let’s be real, Dominic is not the beast you and I thought he was. And he’s got feelings for you too. That’s pretty clear.”

I crossed my arms tightly over my chest. “A man getting you flowers, taking you to dinner, opening your door, it doesn’t mean he has feelings for you, Kristi. It just means he’s a gentleman.”

“Emily, you sound ridiculous right now,” she teased, a playful grin spreading across her face. “If I were you, and I had the chance to spend a whole weekend with a man like Dominic Quantum, without any interruptions, I wouldn’t be sitting in my room talking to my bestie. I’d be with Dominic, in all the rooms of his house, creating memories, if you know what I mean.”

I let out a laugh despite myself. “Kristi!” I shook my head, trying to stay serious, but she was right.

Still, I couldn’t shake my insecurities. “But seriously, Kristi. Do you really think a man like Dominic could fall in love with a thick girl like me? I highly doubt it.”

Kristi raised her eyebrows, her tone now sharp with conviction. “Emily Natasha Montgomery Quantum, if you don’t stop talking about yourself like that, I’m going to drive all the way over there and strangle you. Do you think all men like skinny chicks? Or all men like blondes? Or all men like beer? Variety is the spice of life, Em! Get comfortable in your skin and make a move on your husband already.”

I paused, letting her words sink in. Maybe she was right. Maybe I was holding myself back because I couldn’t believe someone like Dominic could actually be attracted to me. But just a few minutes ago, there had been something, a spark, a connection, when our eyes met. Or maybe it was just my imagination playing tricks on me.

The thought of him rejecting me, though, still made me feel so small.

“Kristi, can I ask you something?” I hesitated, unsure how to voice the question that had been gnawing at me.

“Sure thing, babe. Shoot.”

“Don’t you think it’s super weird that I’m married to my dad’s ex-best friend? Like, do you think Dominic set this up so that I could marry him to get back at my dad?”

Kristi stopped applying her makeup for a moment, considering. “Honestly, based on what you’ve told me, I don’t think he set it up. But I do think he manipulated things to get you to marry him. But your dad…” She trailed off, a look of disbelief crossing her face. “That’s messed up, Em. Your dad should have had your back, not just handed you over like some, like some mail-order bride. Something’s definitely going on here.”

“Exactly!”

The question is, what?

Kristi sighed, clearly frustrated on my behalf. “What’s in the dark must always come to light, Em. So, until it rears its ugly head, just… enjoy your husband and your daughter. How’s Lucy, by the way?”

I smiled a little, thinking of Lucy, the little whirlwind who always kept him on his toes. “She’s keeping Dominic on his toes, that’s for sure. I’ve never seen him look so… off-balance. She reminds me of you, actually.”

Kristi grinned. “All sass, huh? I’m hoping I’ll be able to visit soon. Do you think he’ll let me?”

I bit my lip, glancing toward the door as if Dominic might be listening. “I’m not sure. And honestly, I don’t want to ask and have him shoot it down.”

“Yeah, I get it. But we need to catch up soon.” Kristi’s voice was sincere, but then I heard a male voice in the background.

“Babe, are you ready yet?” The voice was deep and familiar.

“Kristi, is that…?” I began, but she quickly cut me off.

“See you, babe. Gotta go.” And with a wink, she ended the call before I could say another word.

I stared at my screen, feeling a bit empty as it turned black. The flowers on my nightstand still stared back at me. I felt more confused than ever.

I decided that sulking in my room wasn’t going to do me any good. I needed to burn off the tension that was building up inside me. I’d heard that exercising helped with that, so maybe it was worth a try.

After arriving at Dominic’s house, I wandered around and found a home gym next to the outside pool. So, I changed into some workout gear, and with my earbuds in, a towel draped over my shoulder, and my phone in hand, I made my way to the gym.

As soon as I stepped inside, the cool air conditioning hit me, and I couldn’t help but sigh in relief. The lights were already on, and soft music filled the room.

Wait… was that Mozart?

The gym was massive, easily the size of a commercial fitness center, though it was tucked away in the corner of Dominic’s mansion. Every inch of space was filled with high-end equipment, rows of sleek machines, elliptical trainers, stationary bikes, and a long stretch of weight racks lined with dumbbells and barbells in varying sizes. There was even a separate area for yoga and stretching, complete with plush mats and medicine balls. The floor was polished, reflecting the modern, polished decor of the room.

I walked around, marveling at the luxury of it all. The dumbbells caught my eye first, each pair larger than anything I’d ever used, gleaming in their places like heavy trophies. It was clear: a woman had never stepped foot in this gym. The weights looked like they could crush me.

Not wanting to risk it, I spotted a corner with mats neatly rolled up and grabbed one. I took a deep breath and laid it down, ready to focus on some warm-up exercises instead.

After warming up, I decided to hop onto one of the stationary bikes, my legs moving steadily in rhythm. I lost track of time, but when I glanced to my right, there he was, Dominic, sitting on the bike next to mine, casually turning it on.

God, the one thing I was trying to avoid had found me.

Panic hit me for a second. Should I get up and leave? Escape before I completely lose my composure? Or should I just pretend he wasn’t sitting there, looking totally delicious in those shorts and that cut-off sleeveless T-shirt? He looked like total eye candy, and it was hard to focus on anything other than the way his muscles shifted as he adjusted himself on the bike.

I shifted uncomfortably, trying to keep my mind on the pedals.

“Emily, I’m sorry about what happened between us outside.” His voice was calm like he meant it.

I glanced over at him but couldn’t hold his gaze for long. I nodded, focusing on the bike’s display. “I’m sorry, too.”

“I’d been looking for you for about thirty minutes. I didn’t expect to find you here.”

I shot Dominic a look. I couldn’t help the sarcastic edge that slipped into my voice, though I hated how it sounded. “Let me guess, you expected to find me in the kitchen, shoving a tub of ice cream down my throat?”

His brow furrowed slightly, but instead of getting defensive, his expression softened. I couldn’t understand why that made my heart beat faster.

“Emily, that’s not what I meant. And definitely not what I said. I thought you’d probably be reading since we also have a library filled with books.”

I forced a smile. “Well, sorry to burst your bubble, but the fat girl is in the gym.”

The words were out before I could stop them, and they felt like acid on my tongue. God, what was wrong with me? Why was I being so difficult?

I could feel the heat of my embarrassment creeping up my neck. I hated the way I was acting. But at the same time, I couldn’t stop myself. If I pushed him away first, then maybe these stupid feelings would go away.

Dominic didn’t say anything right away. He just looked at me for a moment as if he were considering his next move.

I abruptly turned off the bike and hopped off. “I should go.”

I walked away quickly, trying to hide the panic that was building up inside.

But then, he moved. Dominic stood and caught up with me, stepping in front of me, stopping me in my tracks.

“Emily,” he said, his voice low, almost tender. “Has anyone told you how perfect you are?”

For a moment, I froze. Perfect? Me? I looked away, feeling the familiar tide of insecurities rising. How could I be perfect looking like this? I wasn’t even close.

“Yeah, right,” I muttered, forcing a laugh to mask the unease that tightened my chest. “You don’t know me very well if you think that.”

He took a step closer, and I could feel the space between us shrink. “I know everything I need to know about you, Emily.” He reached out and took my hand in his, sending a spark that seemed to shoot straight through me. “You’re gorgeous in a way that leaves people speechless, smart in a way that makes everything you say feel important. You have this rare gift of making people feel heard like they truly matter. And the way you’ve taken Lucy in, treated her like she’s your own... it says everything about who you are.”

His words made my heart skip, and I tried to steady my breath as my mind fought against the emotions threatening to overwhelm me.

“As for my brothers, they can’t stop talking about you…” He paused, his gaze unwavering, as if weighing his next words carefully. “And as for your work, you're an incredible PA, I’m lucky to have you on my team. But more than that, Emily, you’re the best damn wife any man could ask for.”

Without warning, he stepped even closer, his hand gently lifting my chin. My breath hitched in my throat, and I couldn’t look away as his eyes locked onto mine. His voice was low and husky, “So, yes, Emily,” he murmured, his voice a caress, “you are perfect.”

For a brief moment, everything inside me quieted, the self-doubt, the insecurities, the voices telling me I wasn’t enough. His words made me feel seen, understood in a way I hadn’t realized I needed. I just stood there, breathless, caught in the warmth of his gaze.

Then, he stepped back slightly but still held my hand, his thumb grazing over my skin. “With that being said, I don’t want to spend the weekend arguing with my wife. If you want to stay and work out, and you’d rather be alone, I’ll leave. I just want you to feel comfortable.” His voice softened, sincere and warm. “So, what do you need, Emily? Do you want me to leave, or...?”

I hesitated, my mind a whirlwind of conflicting emotions. Finally, I whispered, “No, you don’t have to leave.”

His smile was slow but bright, “So, we can be workout buddies henceforth?”

I couldn’t help the soft giggle that slipped out. “As long as you don’t wake me up at 4 AM with a whistle, demanding that I get out of bed to hit the gym.”

He laughed, a sound that made my chest feel light. “4 AM is too early. I usually do a 5:30 AM workout,” he winked. “And I promise not to enter your room unless invited.”

There was a moment of awkward silence between us, and I could swear the room was spinning ever so slightly.

I cleared my throat. “Um, well, workout buddy, can we do something about getting equipment? I’d like to use something without the fear of it crushing me.” I pointed at the dumbbells.

“Sure, I’ll set up a credit card for you so you can get everything you need, gym-wise and otherwise.”

I blinked, a little thrown by the offer. “But I have my own money, Dominic. You just need to let me know where I can make the purchase.”

“A husband is supposed to take care of his wife. I just want to do this for you. Let me.” His voice was gentle but insistent.

I could feel myself caving, my walls coming down just a little bit. “Fine.”

Dominic smiled like he won a small victory and motioned toward the bikes. “Now, how about we get back to it?”


Chapter 13 - Dominic

I leaned back in my office chair, my gaze drifting to the cityscape beyond the window, though my focus wasn’t on the view. The Monday morning hum of the office buzzed faintly outside my closed door, but my thoughts were tangled in the weekend. Specifically, in her.

Saturday had been... rough. The tension between us started with the conversation at the gazebo and escalated at the gym. But Sunday was different. It started early, at 5:30 a.m., at the gym. Emily was already there when I arrived. I replayed those small details in my mind, the steady rhythm of her breath, the subtle flex of her muscles, the way she exhaled forcefully after each set, etched into my memory.

After our session, we quickly whipped up some oatmeal before heading to the showers.

Later, I was lounging in the living room when Emily walked in, her hair still damp from the shower, wearing baggy sweatpants and an oversized sweater. But something about the way she hid behind the loose fabric made me pause. It dawned on me that she wasn’t just wearing those clothes for comfort. She was hiding those curves, that beauty she was insecure about and didn’t seem to want to embrace. She deserved to feel confident, and I was going to make sure she did. I decided that I’d take her shopping soon, not to change her, but to show her she could be her most confident self in anything she wore, or nothing at all, if I had my say.

The rest of the day unfolded in ways I hadn’t expected. Emily suggested a movie marathon, and by the time she settled onto the couch, her messy bun and no-fuss outfit made her more captivating than any movie star. As the hours passed, I stopped pretending to care about the screen. I was too focused on her. The way her nose crinkled when she laughed, the way she tucked a strand of hair behind her ear without thinking, or how her voice became animated when defending her favorite characters. It was like a movie of her own, but more vivid, more real. I found myself comparing her presence to the characters on the screen, realizing she was far more vibrant than any Hollywood creation.

By 5 p.m., Emily announced it was time to clean up. “Lucy will be home soon, and if she sees this mess, we’ll never hear the end of it.”

“I like the way you think,” I teased.

We worked quickly, stuffing bags of chips and candy wrappers into the trash, wiping down the table, and fluffing the couch cushions like two kids covering up evidence of late-night snacking.

When we were done, Emily sighed in relief. “Crisis averted,” she declared.

“For now,” I quipped, earning a playful shove.

Then she took charge in the kitchen, insisting on cooking dinner. I couldn’t help but notice everything about her movements, how graceful she looked as she chopped vegetables, how the light from the kitchen overhead caught the subtle curve of her neck. She hummed softly to herself, a quiet melody that seemed to fill the room.

Dinner was simple but perfect, just like her. We laughed together at the counter, reliving the ridiculous moments of our movie marathon, but all I could think about was the way she felt so... much like home.

I couldn’t shake the doubt creeping into my mind. I was afraid. Afraid to let anyone else in. After everything Olivia had done, after what Victor had put me through... how could I trust my feelings? How could I let someone get this close again?

But damn it, I felt it. And despite all my fears, despite the walls I’d built around myself, I couldn’t deny how I felt about her.

And that scared me more than anything.

This morning found us back at the gym, another 5:30 a.m. start. As we worked out side by side, I found myself stealing glances. Watching her push herself harder, I felt something I couldn’t quite name, pride, admiration, awe. She was incredible. And I knew I’d do whatever it took to make her see that too.

Now, back in my office, those details, those small, perfect moments that made her who she was.

My phone buzzed, pulling me out of my thoughts. I glanced at the screen—Donovan.

“Donovan, what’s going on?”

“We’ve received another threat,” he said, his voice clipped, professional, but edged with tension. “This one’s different. It’s no longer just directed at you. Now, they’ve mentioned Emily... and your business.”

My jaw tightened. The threats had always been towards me, exposing my secret about how I gained my wealth. Why the change?

“What exactly does the message say?” I asked, trying to keep my voice even.

Donovan continued. “They said they’d make an example of those you cherish most, naming Emily outright if you didn’t deposit a sum on one billion dollars to an offshore account. They’ve been watching her, closely. And as for your company? They’ve outlined plans to dismantle it piece by piece, starting with projects that bear your name.”

I felt my pulse quicken. Threats to me? That was something I’d been prepared for. But to bring Emily into this? To target the business? That was a line I couldn’t let anyone cross.

I knew better than anyone that if you gave into a demand like that they’ll only come back for more.

“Any leads on where this is coming from?” I asked, my voice sharp. “We need to know who’s behind this.”

“We’ve checked all our leads, but it’s a dead end so far. The messages are coming from multiple locations, bouncing between servers and masked by different emails. Whoever’s behind this knows how to cover their tracks.”

I clenched my fists, my jaw tightening. “Keep digging. I don’t care what it takes. I need answers.”

“We’re on it,” Donovan assured me. “We’ll have a clearer picture soon, but I wanted to bring this to you immediately.”

I nodded. “Make sure Emily’s covered on all fronts. Her schedule, her movements—everything. I want the best protection around her. And lock down the business systems tighter than we’ve ever done before.”

“Understood. I’ll have an undercover team at your office immediately to reinforce the perimeter.”

“Good. Keep this between us for now. No one else gets word of this.”

“Of course, sir.”

As I ended the call a cold tension settled in my chest. The warning bells inside me were deafening. The threat wasn’t just aimed at me anymore, it was about Emily, my wife, and the business I’d worked so damn hard to build. The game had changed. The stakes were higher than I’d ever imagined.

If the business took a hit, it would sting, sure, as it would ripple through my brothers’ businesses too, by association. People would start whispering, looking at my brothers differently, questioning their involvement. They’d all feel the fallout... but we’d survive.

But if anything happened to Emily? I ran my fingers through my hair as I paced the office, the weight of the thought sinking deeper. I couldn’t afford to lose her.

Then a new thought crept in, like a shadow at the back of my mind. Could it be…them? But why now?

The more I thought about it, the more I knew it had to be them.

My rise to success wasn’t exactly born from a fairytale. It was the kind of story people didn’t want to hear, the kind of story that would make everyone think twice about shaking my hand if they knew the truth.

Years ago, when I was struggling to make my mark, I was nobody. No connections, no credibility, nothing. Every pitch I made was rejected. Every door slammed in my face. Investors weren’t interested in an idea, they wanted pedigree. They wanted names they could trust. But I had none of that.

That’s when I found them. They offered me the capital, the connections, the resources. It was dirty money, the kind of money that would ruin everything if anyone ever found out. But I took it. I had no other choice. Without that, my dreams of building a business and taking care of my brothers, would have been nothing but a fantasy.

But once I had the foundation, I cut all ties. I made a pact with the key players, and for years, that pact held. They respected it. I respected them. My life, my business, my success, it was all shielded behind that deadlock agreement.

No one dared break the agreement, because the consequences were too high. But now, someone from the pact was testing that, and I couldn’t let it slide. I had to find out who was behind it, who was threatening to break the silence, and why they were targeting the people I cared about.

I dia led Craig’s number, my fingers tapping nervously against the edge of the desk. When he picked up, I didn’t waste time.

“Do you have anything on the group I asked you to check out?” I said, my voice tight with frustration. “I need all the information on my desk in the next three hours. They’ve threatened my wife and my business. If they think they can mess with me, they’re about to find out how far I’m willing to go to protect what I care about.”

Craig was quiet for a moment before his voice came across the speaker. “Got it. You’ll have everything you need in three hours.”

We hung up, but the unease still lingered, a gnawing feeling I couldn’t shake.

There was a light knock on the door, and I struggled to keep my composure.

“Come in.”

The door creaked open, and Emily stepped inside. Her presence was a sharp contrast to the tension clawing at my chest. I could feel her intuitive eyes on me.

She paused, her gaze lingering on the phone still gripped in my hand, then on me. “Is everything okay? You look a little… off.”

I forced a smile, but it felt strained, my muscles tightening as I moved toward my desk. “I’m fine. Don’t worry about me.”

The words tasted like lies, but I couldn't take them back.

Her eyes were full with concern, as she stepped closer. “Dominic, you’re my husband. I’m supposed to worry about you. I…I am worried about you.”

It was the first time she had used “husband” so directly. It caught me off guard, and for a moment, I didn’t know how to respond for a moment.

I met her gaze squarely, “I have everything under control. Or have you forgotten who your husband is?”

Her gaze lingered, but she didn’t press. Instead, she nodded softly, her voice quieter now. “Just know I’m here if you need me.”

I softened slightly, my guard slipping just enough for me to speak from a place of vulnerability. “Thanks, Emily. I appreciate it.”

She gave me a small, reassuring smile before getting down to business. “Mr. Forde and his team will be arriving in ten minutes. I’ll head to the conference room to ensure everything’s set.”

“Thank you. I’ll join you shortly.”

With that, she left, the door clicking softly behind her. I took a deep breath, forcing myself to focus on the task at hand.

***

After the meeting, when I stepped into the waiting room, Craig stood there dressed in a suit and tie with a briefcase in hand looking like any other businessman. His appearance didn’t give away anything, and nobody would suspect who he really was.

Before I could say anything, Emily stepped forward giving him a polite smile. “Good afternoon, sir. Do you have a meeting scheduled with Mr. Quantum?”

“It’s fine, Emily,” I said, my voice firm but calm. “He’s just here to drop off some important documents for me.”

Emily nodded slowly, though I could see the hesitation in her eyes.

“Mr. Quantum,” she said, turning to me, “a reminder that you have another meeting in fifteen minutes.”

“Thanks, Emily. But please, see if you can push back my afternoon meetings by at least three hours. Those that can’t be pushed back please reschedule.”

She gave me a brief nod. “Understood, sir.”

I gestured for Craig to follow me into the office. As we walked toward the door, I could feel Emily’s gaze following us.

Inside the office, I took a seat behind my desk, and Craig sat opposite me, pulling a binder from his briefcase.

“The files you requested, sir.” Craig set down the binder in front of me.

I reached for the binder understanding that it contained the power to give me a fighting chance.

“Thanks, Craig.”

“Anytime,” Craig replied as he stood. “If you need anything else, don’t hesitate to call me. I’ll see myself out.”

With a final nod, Craig stood, and left the office, closing the door quietly behind him. I opened the binder, and flipped through the pages, scanning the documents. I needed to figure out where to go from here.

That’s when I saw it, a picture of Obsidian, entering the cafe.

SHIT!

I wrestled with the decision to let my brothers in on what was going on. Telling them would mean exposing a part of my life I’d buried for years, a secret I had sworn to take to the grave. But keeping it hidden now, when lives were on the line, felt like a gamble I couldn’t afford.

I wanted to protect them, but I knew better. This wasn’t the kind of situation I could handle alone anymore. They needed to know the truth so they could protect themselves and each other. I hated that it had come to this, but there was no way around it.

One by one, I called my brothers, keeping my voice measured but firm. “I need you in my office now. It’s urgent,” I told each of them. No excuses. No delays. Once everyone confirmed they were on their way, I leaned back in my chair, exhaling a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding.

About twenty minutes later, my brothers began strolling in one by one, their banter filling the office as they caught up with each other.

“Does Axel have to be late for everything?” Nathaniel asked, glancing at his watch annoyed.

“You know Axel,” Vincent chimed in, shaking his head. “Always on his own time.”

“Dom,” Seb said, turning to me, “ What’s going on?”

“Is Victor stirring up trouble again?” Leonard asked.

I sighed, running a hand down my face. “I wish it were Victor. At least that would be straightforward compared to this.”

Their expressions shifted, concern replacing their casual demeanor.

“When Axel gets here, I’ll explain everything,” I added, trying to steady myself for what was to come. “Give me a minute.”

I stepped out of the office and made my way toward Emily’s desk, where she was meticulously sorting through a stack of files. I needed her out of the office, now.

“Emily, I need you to go with Alec to pick up Lucy from dance class.”

She froze, her hand hovering over a folder, her eyes narrowing slightly. “There’s still a lot to do. Alec usually handles that on his own. Is there a particular reason I’m needed?”

I bit back my frustration, forcing a tight smile. “Emily, just do this for me, alright? No questions. Please.”

Her gaze lingered on me, studying my expression. “I usually sit in when you and your brothers have meetings. You said it’s how I could learn the ropes. Why are you sending me away now?”

“It’s not a business meeting. It’s a family meeting.”

Suspicion flickered across her face as she lifted a brow. “I’m your wife, Dominic. That makes me family. I should be in that meeting.”

I slammed my hand on the desk, the sharp sound cutting through the air.

“Emily, just do as I say. No questions asked.” My voice was laced with anger, and the regret hit home almost instantly.

Emily’s eyes flared with anger, but her voice stayed composed. “Of course, Mr. Quantum. After all, I’m your PA, and it’s my job to follow instructions. Would you like me to return after dropping Lucy off?”

I sighed. “No, you can take the rest of the day.”

Her lips tightened, her nod crisp. “Understood.”

She grabbed her bag, slinging it over her shoulder. Her heels clicked sharply against the tile as she left.

I leaned against the desk, exhaling sharply. She’d be furious later, and I’d have to deal with that. But for now, I had bigger fish to fry.

Returning to my office, I glanced at the clock. Axel needed to hurry up. My brothers deserved the truth, and the longer I waited, the closer the danger crept.


Chapter 14 - Emily

As I sat in the backseat, Alec focused on the road. My mind kept replaying the events at the office like a broken record. Dominic’s strange behavior, the man who appeared out of nowhere bypassing all the proper protocol, not being invited to the meeting with Dominic and his brothers. And now, here I was, on my way to pick up Lucy. The timing of it all, everything happening today, only deepened my unease. I had no doubt they were all connected somehow.

A knot twisted in my stomach as I thought about it. Something wasn’t right. I couldn’t shake the gut feeling that Dominic was hiding something. Why had he kicked me out of the office? Was he trying to keep me from overhearing something important?

When I returned to the office as Mrs. Quantum, not just his PA, Dominic had been incredibly open with me about the business. Sitting in on meetings with his brothers had given me invaluable insights into their operations. Learning on the job was exhilarating, and I truly appreciated him for it.

But now? Now, I couldn’t understand why he’d stand there and look me in the eye, lying through his teeth, especially after thinking we’d gotten closer over the weekend. I believed he trusted me enough not to lie, and yet here he was, doing just that.

I’d have a few choice words for him when he got home tonight, and whether he liked it or not, he was going to listen.

Before I could overthink things, my phone rang. I dug into my bag and pulled it out. It was my father. He’d been persistent with his calls, but I’d been ignoring him, especially after his latest stunt at the restaurant. On top of that, I was still trying to piece together everything that had happened since I was offered a job at Dominic's company.

But maybe he had answers I was looking for. Or at least, that’s what I told myself.

I hesitated for a moment, looking at the screen, then swiped to answer. My fingers felt like they were moving on their own, and I had to take a deep breath before speaking.

“Good afternoon, Dad,” I said, my tone guarded.

“Emily, sweetheart! It’s always a pleasure hearing your voice. How’s my little girl doing?” His voice was as smooth as ever, but I wasn’t about to be charmed.

“I’ve been busy. How can I help you?”

“Well, I just wanted to check-in. Married life treating you well? Dominic taking good care of you?”

“It’s been great,” I said, keeping it short.

“Good, good. And work? I assume you’re keeping yourself busy at the company?”

“Yes, Dad, I’m still working as his PA.”

“Ah, I figured. You’ve always been so hardworking.” He let out a chuckle, the kind meant to sound fatherly. “Must be fascinating working so closely with him. I imagine there’s always some new project or big decision on the table with a company like his, huh?”

I paused, my grip on the phone tightening. There it was, casual, but calculated. “It’s a lot of work, but nothing I can’t handle,” I replied, sidestepping his bait.

“That’s my girl. Always sharp. I hope Dominic appreciates what an asset you are. It’s not every day you find someone who can handle that kind of responsibility.”

My stomach twisted. He was laying it on thick, but I wasn’t falling for it. “Thanks, Dad. I appreciate the vote of confidence.”

“Well, I just want to make sure you’re happy, sweetheart. You deserve nothing but the best.”

Whatever this was, I wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of pulling me into his games. I didn’t owe my father a thing.

“Of course,” I said, already done with the conversation. “Listen, I’ve got to run. We’ll catch up later, okay?”

Before he could respond, I ended the call and tossed the phone into my bag with more force than necessary.

I leaned back, exhaling slowly. The nerve of him. He thought he was being clever, but I saw right through him. This wasn’t just a father checking in on his daughter—this was something else entirely.

Five minutes later, the car came to a smooth stop. Alec hopped out, and I glanced out the window. We had pulled up in front of a bright, modern dance studio with large glass windows framed by sleek metallic accents. The logo a swirl of vibrant colors spelling out Rhythm & Grace Studio stood out above the entrance. Inside, silhouettes of dancers moved to an energetic beat, their forms illuminated by the soft glow of string lights decorating the edges of the windows.

As Alec opened my door, I thanked him, stepping out onto the pavement. He nodded and gestured toward the building. “Once you’re inside, Lucy’s class is the third door on the left.”

“Got it. Thanks again,” I said before heading into the building.

The studio interior was a blend of polished wood and clean white walls, with motivational quotes about dance painted in bold, elegant letters. A reception desk sat near the entrance, and a cozy waiting area with cushioned chairs and a small coffee bar beckoned to the side.

I walked down the hall and opened the door Alec had mentioned, half-expecting to see a group of girls in tutus spinning through graceful pirouettes. Instead, the bass-heavy beat of hip-hop music pulsed through the room. A group of girls, dressed in bright sneakers and colorful dance gear, carefully mimicked the precise moves of their instructor, whose fluid movements captivated the room.

When Lucy spotted me, her eyes lit up. She waved enthusiastically, her expression breaking into a wide grin. I waved back, chuckling as she leaned over to whisper something to the girl beside her before snapping her attention back to the routine. I should have known Lucy would be full of surprises; she was never one to follow expectations.

Before long, the music faded, and the instructor clapped her hands, signaling the end of class. Lucy darted across the room toward me, her energy radiating as she bounced on her toes. “Aunty Emily!” she exclaimed, throwing her arms around me.

“You were amazing out there. Maybe you can teach me some of your moves,” I said laughing.

Lucy pulled back, her eyes sparkling. “You really think I was good?”

“Lucy, you’ve got a natural talent, you were great.”

Honestly, from the little I saw, Lucy really was a great dancer, her moves agile and her timing was on point with the music.

“Thanks, Aunty Emily,” she beamed.

“Ok, Alec is outside waiting to take us home, are you ready?”

“Let me just grab my bag.”

Lucy darted off to retrieve her bag from a shelf, waving to her friends as she left. A few mothers and kids passing by said their goodbyes, and I replied with a polite smile. Lucy slipped her small hand into mine as we exited the building.

Alec stood by the car, and as soon as he saw us, he stepped forward and held the door open. Once Lucy and I were comfortably seated inside, he slid behind the wheel, and the car glided smoothly back onto the road.

As we drove, Lucy fidgeted with her bag, then glanced up at me with her big, curious eyes. “You know,” she began, her voice soft but thoughtful, “I have a picture of everyone I care about… except you.”

I turned toward her, my heart swelling. “You do?” I asked, trying to keep my voice from cracking with emotion.

Lucy nodded eagerly, “Yeah,” she said, holding up her fingers as she started to count. “I have one with Daddy, Uncle Seb, Uncle Leo, Uncle Nate, Uncle Axel, Uncle Vince, Mrs. Kay, and Mr. Alec…but not you.”

I didn’t know what to say at first. It had only been three months since I stepped into Lucy’s life, and while I had tried to be there for her, it wasn’t always easy figuring out how to fit into her little world. But here she was, making me feel like I’d already found my place.

“Well, we can fix that right now,” I said, pulling out my phone. I scooted closer, angling it so we could both fit in the frame. “Ready?”

Lucy grinned. “Ready!”

We snapped a selfie, both of us smiling wide. Then Lucy tilted her head and stuck out her tongue. I laughed and copied her, and before long, we were pulling every silly face we could think of—fish lips, squinty eyes, even pretending to roar like lions. Alec glanced at us in the rearview mirror, and I caught the faintest smirk on his face.

When we finished, Lucy clapped her hands together. “Can we print them out, please? So I can add them to my book?”

“Of course,” I said, smiling at her. “I’ll make sure you get copies of every single one. Maybe we can even frame a couple for your room?”

Lucy’s eyes lit up, and she squeezed my arm in excitement. “Yes! That would be so cool!”

As she settled back into her seat, still flipping through the photos on my phone, she looked up again. “Aunty Emily,” she said with a hopeful grin, “can we get ice cream before we go home? Pleeease?”

I chuckled, knowing I’d never be able to say no to that face. After everything she’d accomplished today, she deserved a treat. And honestly, so did I.

“Why not?” I said, leaning forward to address Alec. “Can you take us to the nearest ice cream shop?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Alec said, his voice betraying his amusement.

As we pulled into a quaint little ice cream parlor, I couldn’t help but feel a quiet sense of pride. Lucy trusted me enough to share her world with me, to want me in her photo album of people who mattered. It wasn’t just sweet—it was monumental.

Watching her chatter excitedly about which flavor she’d pick, I felt a tiny flicker of thought bloom in the back of my mind. Could I ever see myself doing this with a child of my own someday? Would I be any good at it?

But then Lucy tugged on my hand, as we stepped out of the car pulling me into the shop, and I realized I didn’t need to have all the answers right now. For now, it was enough to be here, to be part of Lucy’s world, one silly selfie and ice cream cone at a time.

The ice cream shop had been a whirlwind of giggles and indecision as Lucy picked her flavors. I couldn’t help but laugh when she declared she needed “rainbow sprinkles for extra magic.” We’d gotten cups with cones perched on top to save Alec the horror of sticky seats, and Lucy even insisted we pick up Alec’s favorite, chocolate fudge ripple, for later. I grabbed a few extra tubs for home, feeling a rare lightness as we walked back toward the car.

Alec was waiting by the curb, as Lucy skipped ahead, balancing her cup in both hands, her little hums blending with the distant sounds of traffic. I trailed behind, smiling at the sight of her pure joy.

Then everything shifted in a heartbeat.

The low growl of an engine roared to life nearby, and my stomach twisted. I turned just in time to see a car barreling toward us. The world blurred into a rush of sound and motion—screeching tires, the metallic gleam of the sun on the vehicle’s hood, and the sickening realization that it wasn’t stopping.

“Lucy!” I screamed, lunging forward.

I shoved her to the pavement, and the bag with the ice cream tubs and my cup tumbled from my hand. Pain tore through my right side as the car clipped me, sending me sprawling before speeding off. The impact knocked the air from my lungs in a sharp gasp, and for a moment, everything spun.

Before I even hit the ground, the roar of engines exploded into action. Two black SUVs surged forward, tires screeching as they cut across the street.

Lucy’s wails pierced through the chaos. “Aunty Emily! Aunty Emily!”

“Mrs. Quantum! Lucy!” Alec’s voice cut through the noise, reaching us as he sprinted toward us.

I pushed myself up, breath ragged, ignoring the fire in my side. Lucy trembled next to me, her ice cream spilled on the pavement, mint-green and chocolate melting into a puddle. I pulled her into my arms. “Shh, baby, I’ve got you,” I whispered, brushing her hair back with shaky hands. “You’re safe now. It’s okay.”

Alec dropped to his knees, scanning frantically. “Are you ladies hurt? Mrs. Quantum, look at me!”

“I’m fine,” I lied, though pain flared with every movement. “Lucy’s okay. Just shaken.”

The black SUVs screeched to a halt just inches from us. Six men in sharp suits exploded out of the vehicles, weapons drawn, scanning the area. The drivers stayed in their seats, engines rumbling, ready for orders.

“Don’t you dare lose that car or I’ll have your head!” one of the men barked coldly into an earpiece.

Two men quickly approached us, their weapons still trained on the surroundings. “Change cars now,” one ordered sharply to Alec.

Alec didn’t hesitate. He hauled me to my feet, Lucy in my arms, guiding me toward the nearest SUV. The driver, unfazed, turned his head to acknowledge us. Alec opened the door and ushered us inside.

“Stay low,” Alec ordered as he slid into the front seat. Lucy and I climbed into the back. She clung to me, her small hands still gripping my shirt. The door slammed shut with a heavy thud, and the men in suits moved quickly, switching positions and hopping into the other SUV and car Alex was driving.

As we lay in back the seat, Lucy still clutching me tightly.

One of the suited men leaned into the window, his voice brisk and steady. “We’ll lead. Another will tail. Do not stop.”

The driver nodded sharply, his jaw clenched. Seconds later, the car lurched forward, tires squealing as we pulled away.

Lucy’s cries softened into hiccupping sobs. “It’s okay, sweetheart,” I murmured, rocking her gently, my heart aching. “I’ve got you. Alec’s got us. We’re safe now.”

My mind swirled with questions. Who were these men? Why were they protecting us? But as Lucy’s small body trembled against mine, I refocused on what mattered: keeping her safe.

“You’re so brave, Lucy,” I whispered, pressing a kiss to her temple. “We’re going to be okay.”

Whatever was happening, I clung to the truth I knew: I’d protect Lucy with everything I had. Nothing else mattered.


Chapter 15 - Dominic

Thirty-six minutes later, Axel strolled into the office with that damn smirk plastered on his face. I could count on one hand how many times Axel had been early to anything. As the youngest, he didn’t carry the weight of responsibility like the rest of us, even though he ran his own company. Maybe I’d babied him too much, for the fact that he was just nine years old when our parents died clouded my judgment. But today? I was running on fumes. Tolerance? Gone.

I slammed my palm against the desk, the noise echoing in the room, and stood up, my muscles tight. “Axel, you seriously need to work on your timing.” My eyes darkened as my voice sliced through the air like a blade. “We’ve been waiting on you for over thirty minutes. This isn’t some damn game. Your constant lateness needs to be put in check.”

The room froze. Not a single sound. Axel, who usually had some smartass remark ready, stood there, mouth slightly open, his smirk faltering for the first time in a long while. His eyes flicked nervously between me and the others, the usual cocky demeanor slipping.

He opened his mouth to speak but, I raised my hand, cutting him off. “I don’t want to hear why you’re late, and frankly, I don’t care.” My fists clenched, nails digging into my palms, feeling the pressure build. I hated this. I hated that he wasn’t taking this seriously when there was so much at stake.

Vincent’s eyebrow arched, and Seb’s gaze hardened. I could feel their eyes on me. Everyone was used to Axel's antics, but this time? I was done. My patience was a thin thread, and it was snapping.

I took a step toward Axel, the words coming out cold. “On the phone, I told you this was important. No excuses. No delays. And you stroll in here like it's just another day?”

Axel shifted uncomfortably under my glare.

“I’m sorry ok, but I’m here now so that should count for something.”

“I don’t care if you’re here now,” I growled, my voice low and biting. “Emily’s life is in danger and you’re telling me that just because you showed up now, it should count for something?”

Leonardo cursed under his breath.

Nathaniel’s voice was tight with shock. “Wait... Emily's life is in danger?”

“Yes, and yours might be as well.” My voice was strained as I turned slowly to look at the others.

My throat tightened. My past. The things they didn’t know. The things I had buried. It was time to tell my brothers everything.

Just as I opened my mouth to spill the truth, my phone buzzed on the desk. Alec.

My pulse quickened as I snatched it up. “Alec, is everything okay?”

“Sir, Mrs. Quantum and Lucy were in an accident. The driver deliberately veered onto the pavement toward them.”

The phone nearly slipped from my hand as the words slammed into me like a freight train. My vision blurred, and the walls felt like they were closing in. My voice erupted, raw and furious, reverberating through the room.

“What?! Are they hurt?!” My chest heaved, each breath shallow and ragged. “Where are they now?”

The room exploded into chaos as my brothers shot out of their chairs and surrounded me.

“Is it about Emily and Lucy?” Vincent barked, his face pale.

Seb’s expression hardened as he stepped closer. “Dom, talk to us!”

I held up a trembling hand, trying to focus on Alec’s voice over their concerns.

“They’re both fine, sir. Shaken but unharmed. They’re at home resting.”

Relief washed over me, but it did nothing to cool the inferno burning in my chest. My fists slammed against the desk, knuckles aching as the rage demanded an outlet. My mind spiraled, imagining what could have happened, the threats had hit home.

“I’m on my way.”

I hung up and turned to my brothers, my voice a dangerous growl. “Someone tried to run over Emily and Lucy. On the damn pavement.”

“What the hell?!” Nate cursed.

Leo’s jaw tightened, his voice low. “Is this tied to the threats?”

“It has to be!” I snapped, pacing the room. “They’re fine now, but this—” My voice cracked, and I dragged a hand through my hair, trying to hold myself together. “This is too far.”

I grabbed my briefcase and keys, ready to bolt. “I have to get home.”

Leo stepped in front of me, hands raised. “You can’t drive like this, Dom. Let me take you.”

I froze, chest heaving, before showing my keys into my pants pocket. “Fine. But we’re meeting here tomorrow, noon, Axel—” My glare snapped to him, burning with fury—“don’t you dare make me wait.”

Axel swallowed, nodding without a word, his usual bravado gone.

Leo and I rushed out of the building, and I slid into the passenger seat of Leo’s car. The car’s engine roared but it wasn’t loud enough to drown out the storm in my head. My leg bounced uncontrollably as we sped to my house. My thoughts were a whirlwind of fear and fury. Whoever did this wouldn’t just pay, they’d suffer.

The usual hour it took to drive from the office had been cut to just thirty minutes, but even that felt agonizingly slow. Even before Leo brought the car to a full stop in the driveway, I bolted out with my briefcase in hand, my pulse hammering in my ears.

Security guards patrolled the estate, their figures clearly visible in the afternoon light. Their presence should reassure me, but today? It didn’t bring any comfort.

I threw the door open, my heart racing, and stormed into the house. The sharp click of my shoes on the polished floor echoed through the quiet space as I hurried toward the stairs, bracing myself for the worst.

Then I saw them.

Emily was curled up at the end of the couch, her head resting against the cushions, her arm wrapped protectively around Lucy, who was nestled close to her on the inside, her tiny fingers clutching Emily’s sweater. Both of them were fast asleep, their faces soft and untroubled, as though the world outside hadn’t just tried to tear them apart.

Relief punched the air out of my lungs, leaving me rooted to the spot. My legs trembled, the adrenaline refusing to fade. I placed my briefcase on the coffee table and took a step closer, scanning them for signs of injury, scars, anything to confirm what Alec had said. But they looked... unharmed. Innocent. Fragile.

I wanted to wake them. To hold them. To ask a million questions and make sure they were truly okay. But I stopped myself, my hand frozen mid-reach. They needed rest, not my frantic energy. Today had been hell for them, and the last thing they needed was me adding to their exhaustion.

A soft footfall behind me broke the silence. Leo. I turned and gestured for him to follow me, my voice a low murmur. “Let’s talk outside.”

As we stepped back onto the porch, the cool afternoon air hit me, sharp and grounding. The estate was eerily quiet, the only sounds the occasional murmur of security radios and the rustle of leaves in the wind. I leaned against the railing, gripping it tightly as I exhaled, my breath shaky.

“They’re okay,” I muttered, more to myself than Leo. My chest still ached with residual fear, but the sight of them safe and sound had dulled the edges.

Leo nodded, his expression softening. “That’s a relief. I’ll inform the others.”

He pulled out his phone to make the call and walked a few steps away. I took mine from my pocket and dialed Alec.

“Yes, sir,” Alec answered on the first ring.

“Meet me at the front of the house. Now.”

“Yes, sir.” The line clicked off.

A few moments later, Alec appeared around the corner of the house, jogging toward me.

“Good afternoon, Mr. Quantum.”

“Alec, what the hell happened this afternoon? Where did this happen?”

Alec’s voice was steady, though his jaw clenched as he spoke. “After Lucy’s dance class, she asked for ice cream, and Mrs. Quantum asked me to take them to the nearest ice cream parlor.” He paused briefly, his eyes scanning the distance, as if replaying the scene. “They went inside, and I stayed outside, monitoring the surroundings. When they came out, it happened in an instant. A car swerved onto the pavement, heading straight for them.”

He paused, his eyes narrowing, a calm authority settling in his tone. “Mrs. Quantum reacted fast. She pushed Lucy out of the way just before the car sped off. The car... it grazed her. I’m sure of it, but when I asked, she told me she was fine.”

Emily had risked her life to save Lucy, throwing herself into danger without a second thought to protect my daughter.

I took a deep breath. “Was Emily taken to the doctor?”

“No, sir. She insisted there wasn’t a need. She preferred to stay with Lucy instead.”

“Why was she so damn stubborn?” I muttered under my breath, anger and admiration swirling inside me.

Despite the sharp edge of frustration, I couldn't deny the respect I felt. Emily had put Lucy’s safety above her own and that made her more valuable to me than I’d ever realized.

But the worry remained. She hadn’t even sought medical attention. How could she be so reckless with her own safety?

“Did you get a description of the car? The driver? The license plate?” Leo’s voice came from behind me, sharp and direct.

“Yes, sir,” Alec replied, his tone firm and focused. “It was a black Audi A8. License plate number 7JX-8234. The car was reported stolen earlier this morning.” He paused briefly, his jaw tightening. “A security team followed it as far as the intersection, but they lost it there. It was found abandoned about five miles from the parlor, no sign of the driver.”

“Find that driver,” I snapped, my voice low and menacing. “I don’t care what it takes. Don’t stop until you do. Someone almost killed my wife and daughter. I want their head on a platter! I want answers now.”

“Yes, sir. We’ll find them.”

I nodded, watching as Alec walked away around the house.

“Fuck!” I muttered under my breath, the frustration surging through me.

Leo placed a calming hand on my shoulder. “Dom, I know this is tough. It’s affecting all of us. But the good news is Lucy and Emily are okay. They need you to be calm now more than ever.”

His words echoed, but they did little to settle my nerves. A raw, primal energy surged through my chest, like something dangerous, something uncontrollable. It was drawn to Emily’s sacrifice—her reckless selflessness for Lucy. My mind raced, torn between relief for Lucy’s safety and this overwhelming urge I didn’t want to face but knew I had to.

Leo’s voice broke through again, steady and understanding. “And we’re here for you, Dom. Just like you’ve always been for us.”

I turned to him, appreciative of his support. “Thanks, Leo. It means a lot to me.”

Leo gave me a firm nod, his eyes locked on mine. “I’d better get going. Give Lucy and Emily our love. We’re only a phone call away if you need us.”

He wrapped his arms around me briefly, giving me a reassuring pat on the back.

“See you tomorrow,” Leo said, giving me one last glance before he walked to his car.

I watched him drive away, the sound of his tires fading into the distance. Only then did I turn, my feet carrying me back toward the house. I took a deep breath, trying to push my emotions back down. Emily and Lucy needed me to be calm. Collected. That’s who I would be. And I’d damn well make sure of it.

With that thought in mind, I stepped inside.


Chapter 16 - Emily

Lucy stirred in my arms, and I blinked, taking in the peaceful moment. Lucy stretched, her little body curling and unfolding like a sleepy kitten.

“Hey, sweetheart, had a good rest?” I whispered, brushing a lock of hair from her face.

She nodded, her arms still wrapped around me, pulling me closer. “Mhm,” she murmured, burying her face in my chest.

“Do you want me to get you something to eat, or would you prefer more cuddles?”

“I’ll take more cuddles for a few minutes, then dinner,” she said, her voice soft and content.

“Anything you say,” I replied, smiling down at her as I tightened my embrace.

As I held Lucy close, my thoughts drifted back to the events of the afternoon. We had been so close… if I hadn’t seen that car in time or if I had reacted even a fraction too late…what would have happened then? I pushed the melancholy thoughts away, focusing on the warmth of Lucy in my arms. I squeezed her gently, pressing a soft kiss to her forehead.

Lucy may not have been my daughter biologically, but in every way that mattered, she was mine. Mine to care for. Mine to protect. And nothing, nothing, was going to change that.

As I turned my head to the side, I caught sight of Dominic’s briefcase on the coffee table. His briefcase, meaning he was around.

“Lucy, I think Dad’s home,” I said softly.

Lucy sat up, her eyes lighting up. “Can I go look for him?”

“Sure, sweetheart,” I replied with a smile.

Lucy scrambled over me and hurried off in search of Dominic, her little feet padding across the floor. I sighed, trying to sit up, but the pain in my side reminded me it was still there, though it had dulled for now. My muscles felt stiff, and I winced as I shifted into a sitting position, the ache settling deep.

I leaned my head back against the sofa and closed my eyes, trying to relax.

“Mrs. Quantum, I’m about to serve dinner. Should I set a plate for you?”

I opened my eyes and turned to see Mrs. Kensington standing there, her face softened with concern, the gentle wrinkles at the corners of her eyes deepening. When she found out what had happened, she was beside herself with worry, her tears falling freely as she wrapped both Lucy and me in a warm embrace. She fussed over us like a mother hen, making sure we were okay, and I couldn’t help but feel an overwhelming sense of gratitude for her kindness. I saw why Dominic, his brothers and Lucy were so fond of her, she was more than a housekeeper; she was like family, a true protector in her own way, and I was so thankful to have her by our side.

“I’m not really hungry, but can I please have a glass of juice?” I said softly.

“Mrs. Quantum, you should at least eat something,” she said, her voice firm but gentle. “Maybe a sandwich or even a bagel, please.”

I smiled faintly, shaking my head. “Mrs. Kensington, I don’t want you to fuss and make me a sandwich just for me to take one bite of it.”

Her expression softened further. “Let this old woman fuss over you. It’s my job.”

I let out a small laugh despite myself, knowing I wouldn’t win this one. “Fine. I’ll take half a bagel and a glass of juice.”

“Should I serve it here, or will you be eating with Mr. Quantum and Lucy?”

“I’ll eat with them,” I replied.

Mrs. Kensington gave me one last encouraging smile before retreating to the kitchen. As much as I wanted to stay curled up here alone, I knew Lucy would wonder if I didn’t join them. And Lucy needed normalcy tonight. So, for now, I would pretend everything was okay. I’d plaster on a smile and tuck away the heaviness in my chest until I could sort through it later.

But as Mrs. Kensington disappeared from view, I rose slowly and drifted towards the window, arms wrapped tightly around myself. The events of the afternoon refused to leave me, looping endlessly in my mind. The accident wasn’t just some terrible fluke—I felt it in my gut. Someone had tried to hurt us. And Dominic... Dominic was hiding something.

I must have stayed by the window longer than I realized because I jumped when someone touched my arm.

“Emily, I didn’t mean to startle you. I called your name, but you didn’t respond,” Dominic said softly, his hand lingering on my arm for just a moment too long.

I turned to face him, and a sharp pain shot through my side, but I masked it.

“Emily, are you okay?”

“I’m fine,” I replied quickly, avoiding his gaze. But the sharpness in my tone betrayed me.

His jaw tightened. I saw the flicker of frustration and something deeper, more raw, flash in his eyes.

“Are you sure you’re ok? Do you need to see a doctor?” he repeated, his voice low but pressing as if he needed to hear me say it.

“Dominic, I’m ok, really.”

He didn’t press further. His shoulders stiffened, and the warmth in his eyes vanished, replaced by a sudden coldness. “Thanks for what you did today—with Lucy.” His words were polite but distant, like he was saying them out of obligation, not gratitude.

“I did what any mother would do for her child.”

“I really appreciate it,” he muttered, his voice flat.

“Daddy! Aunty Emily! Dinner’s ready!” Lucy’s cheerful voice cut through the tension, and his expression softened immediately.

“Ok, sweetheart. We’ll be right there,” he said, his smile returning, but it was only for Lucy. Without another word, he turned and walked out of the room.

Dinner was awkward. I tried my best to be cheerful, for Lucy’s sake, but Dominic... he didn’t acknowledge my presence. You’d think by now I’d be used to his changing moods, but this one felt different, personal, especially after what happened earlier.

After dinner, Lucy wanted to play a game, and Dominic was all in. As they laughed and joked, I felt like a shadow, forgotten in the corner. But I refused to let it affect me. I couldn’t let Dominic’s coldness ruin Lucy’s joy, so I kept my emotions in check, forcing a smile.

When the game was over and he stood to take Lucy to bed, he didn’t even look at me.

“Okay, Lucy, let’s pack up and get you ready for bed,” Dominic said.

“You can go ahead, I’ll pack up,” I replied, my voice barely more than a whisper.

Dominic nodded and he held Lucy’s hand and they walked away.

As I packed up the game, despite Dominic totally ignoring me, I couldn’t help but notice the way he interacted with Lucy during the game. It had warmed my heart in ways I hadn’t expected. He leaned in, listening intently as she shared her feelings about what had happened earlier. When she stumbled over her words, he gently encouraged her to keep going, his calm and steady voice soothing her worries. Each nod and reassuring word seemed to promise her that he’d always be there, creating a quiet haven of comfort and safety just for her.

It brought back memories of my own dad, back when he was the best dad in the whole wide world. The kind who could make me feel like nothing bad could ever touch me as long as he was there. Back then, he was invincible, the best dad in the whole wide world, my unshakable hero.

But as the sweetness of the memory faded, it left behind an ache. Life had a way of twisting things, turning even the most solid foundations into something unrecognizable.

Now, looking back, I realized that ever since Amber entered Dad’s life, everything had changed. He used to visit me often when I was in college, but the last few months, there was always an excuse. And it wasn’t just his visits, he had become more reserved with money when it came to me, while she got whatever she wanted without hesitation. The worst part was how he no longer made decisions on his own; it was as if she held the reins, always whispering in his ear, guiding his every move.

My thoughts were interrupted by Lucy. “Aunty Emily, can I have a hug good night before Dad and I read our bedtime story?”

I looked up to see her standing next to me.

“Of course, sweetheart,” I replied and pulled her into a hug, a comfort I didn't realize I needed.

I kissed her forehead. “Enjoy your story, okay?”

She nodded, still holding me tight. “I love you.”

“I love you too,” I whispered back, squeezing her a little tighter before setting her free.

As she skipped off leaving me alone, I finished packing up the game and quietly made my way to my room. Once inside, I closed the door behind me and walked into the bathroom.

I turned the shower on, cranking the temperature as high as I could stand, letting the hot water pour over me. It eased some of the tension in my body, the heat helping to dull the ache that had settled in my muscles. I stood there for a long while, letting the water do its work until I felt a little less raw.

Afterwards, I wrapped myself in a robe and took two painkillers, hoping the dull throb in my side would finally subside. The last thing I needed was to be reminded of how close I’d come to losing Lucy, or worse, my life.

I padded back to my bedroom and was about to slip under the covers when the door to my room creaked open, and there he was, Dominic. My heart skipped a beat.

“Dominic?”

What was he doing in my room?

“Is everything okay? Is Lucy okay?” Panic rose in me.

He didn’t answer right away. He paced the room as though wrestling with something, and for a moment, I wondered if he’d heard anything I’d said. When he finally turned to face me, his jaw was tight, and his eyes dark with something unreadable.

“Why are you always so stubborn?” he asked, his voice rough with frustration. “Why do we always have to fight over the things that matter most? Why do you have to push me away when all I want is to be close to you?”

I opened my mouth to respond, but he silenced me with a finger pressed gently to my lips. The touch sent a shiver down my spine, and his gaze softened, though there was still an intensity that made my heart race.

“Do you have any idea how gorgeous you are?” he murmured, his voice husky. “How fucking torturous it is for me to live in this house with you and act like we’re just—roommates? Like it doesn’t kill me to see you every day, to be so close to you, but knowing I can’t have you. There’s something about you, Emily. Something that no one else has been able to stir in me. And then you go and risk your life for Lucy—”

His words were a dark confession laced with desire and pain. Before I could process his words, he closed the distance between us, his chest pressing against me, his hot breath grazing my skin. My pulse quickened as my breathing grew shallow and erratic.

“Do you have any idea what you do to me?” he whispered against my lips, his voice thick with need.

Before I could answer, his lips crashed onto mine and in one swift motion, he pinned me against the wall. His hand found my throat, squeezing gently, erotically, sending a shiver between my thighs. His kiss was fierce, desperate, as if he were starving for something only I could give him. His tongue coaxed mine, igniting every nerve in my body. Everything else faded away, the ache in my body, the confusion in my mind, it all disappeared in that single moment.


Chapter 17 - Dominic

Her fingers tangled in my hair, tugging me closer, pulling just hard enough to send a rush of heat through my veins. Every touch, every taste of her was like a drug, addictive. Her lips were soft and inviting, her breath a sweet whisper against my mouth, and the way her body moved against mine—it was intoxicating.

I’d never imagined this would happen. Emily was just a pawn, a means to an end in my revenge against Victor. But somehow, she’d slipped past every wall I’d built, infiltrating my mind, taking up residence there, uninvited and unstoppable. No matter what I did, she lingered, a constant presence in my thoughts. And now? I didn’t want it any other way.

“You’re mine,” I murmured, my voice rough, more like a growl, as I kissed her with a desperate kind of possession. “And I’m done pretending I don’t want you.”

My fingers slid down her back, pulling her body flush against mine, feeling the warmth of her skin through the fabric of her robe. I wasn’t sure how I’d gotten here—how things had shifted so drastically from where it began—but nothing felt more right.

My hands moved instinctively, brushing against the thin fabric of her robe. Her breath hitched as I cupped her breast, my palm molding to her softness. She let out the faintest moan, a sound that sent a jolt through me, igniting something primal. My thumb moved in slow, deliberate circles over one peak, teasing her through the fabric, and her nipple hardened instantly under my touch.

Her fingers dug into my shoulders, her nails biting into my skin as though anchoring herself. God, the way her body trembled against mine was hypnotic, her every movement a silent invitation. I shifted to her other breast, giving it the same attention, savoring the way she arched into my hand, pressing herself closer in a wordless plea for more.

Then she whispered my name, her voice soft, breathless. That single sound almost undid me, making me want to pull more of those beautiful sounds from her.

“Emily,” I murmured, the word falling from my lips like a—half-growl, half-prayer.

I pulled back just enough to see her face, her lips parted, her eyes darkened with desire. My breath hitched when I felt the unmistakable pressure against her, the way her body pressed against mine, her warmth seeping into me. I was painfully aware of the growing need in me, the swell of my manhood pressing against her begging to be released.

Her body trembled, her hips shifting subtly, and I couldn’t help the low groan that escaped my throat. I ached to feel her warmth, to close the distance between us completely. “I can’t wait to feel you, Emily,” I said, my voice rough with need. “To be inside you, to lose myself in you.”

I leaned down, letting my lips graze her collarbone, and then I kissed lower, pulling her robe slightly aside to expose just a hint of skin. Her tugs on my hair grew firmer, more insistent. The sensation only fueled the fire already burning in me.

My lips closed over her nipple through the fabric, my tongue pressing against the soft material, teasing her.

Her gasp was sharp, her hands clutching my shoulders tighter. Her body shuddered beneath my touch, and when I flicked my tongue again, a soft, moan escaped her lips.

I lavished her with attention, alternating between teasing one peak and then the other, letting my tongue trace circles through the thin fabric of her robe. She trembled against me, her breaths uneven, her hips shifting slightly as though trying to find some relief from the tension building between us.

Her fingers slid back into my hair, her movements wild, desperate, and I reveled in the way she was unraveling under my touch, making me crave her even more. Her desire wasn’t timid anymore—it was alive, and it was consuming her as much as my own.

“Emily,” I murmured again, lifting my head just enough to meet her eyes. Her lips were parted, her cheeks flushed, and in that moment, I was certain, I had never seen her look more beautiful.

I kissed her again, slow but deep, my hand trailing down to the curve of her waist, holding her steady against the wall. The robe had slipped further down her shoulders, leaving her exposed to me in a way that was both innocent and utterly alluring.

One of my hands found the knot of her robe, teasing it loose as I kissed along the curve of her neck. Her skin was warm, her pulse racing beneath my lips. She trembled under me, and when I tugged the string and the fabric parted, I let my fingers trail along the dip of her waist, the curve of her hips. Her breath hitched, and the soft gasp she let out sent a jolt of heat straight through me.

As I pushed the robe from her shoulders the need to see her, to touch her, only intensified. But then she made a small, nervous sound that froze me in place. I pulled back slightly, cupping her face in my hands, searching her eyes. She refused to meet my gaze, her cheeks flushed.

My mind raced, wondering if I’d gone too far if I had pushed her too quickly.

“Emily,” I said softly, my voice gentler now. “Talk to me.”

Her teeth caught her bottom lip, and damn if that wasn’t the sexiest thing I’d ever seen.

“I’ve never—” she paused, drawing a shaky breath. Then her eyes met mine and the vulnerability I saw there made my chest tight.

“I’ve never been with anyone before,” she admitted, her voice timid, barely above a whisper, as her eyes shied away.

FUCK!

Her words hit me like a lightning bolt. The fire raging inside me cooled, replaced by something deeper. Tenderness. A fierce, protective need. I let out a slow, calming breath as I brushed a strand of hair from her face, letting my thumb trace the column of her neck.

“You’ve never—” My voice trailed off, struggling to piece the words together.

She shook her head, her eyes glossy with unshed tears met mine, wide with uncertainty. “I’ve been kissed before, but when it came to more, they didn’t want someone…like me.”

Her words came out so soft, so broken, that it shattered something in me.

Idiots. Blind, heartless fucking idiots. The thought roared through my mind, sharp and unrelenting. How could anyone look at her, soft, beautiful, and so goddamn perfect, and make her feel less than enough? My jaw tightened, but I forced my hands to stay gentle as her pain bled into me.

A tear escaped down her cheek, and I wiped it away gently, leaning in to press a softer kiss to her lips this time.

“Emily,” I murmured, pulling back just enough to look into her eyes. “Every inch of you is perfect. Every curve, every freckle, every single thing about you. They were fools, blind, stupid fools.”

Her chest rose and fell in shallow breaths, her lips trembling like she wasn’t sure what to say. I wanted her to feel safe, to know that every part of her was worthy of love—no matter what anyone else had said.

“They were blind, incapable of seeing what was right in front of them. They didn’t deserve you.”

Her eyelashes fluttered as my words seem to sink in. I brushed a strand of hair from her face, letting my fingertips linger at her jawline.

“I see you, Emily, and I’m honored to be your first and your last. And I’m going to show you just how incredible you are if you’ll let me.”

Her lips parted, a faint, hesitant smile blooming like the first light of dawn. It wasn’t much, but it was enough. Enough to tell me she was starting to believe me.

And that was all I needed.

I kissed her deeply, my hands gliding over her shoulders as I gently pushed the fabric aside, letting it slide down and pool softly at her feet. For a moment, she froze, her body stiff, but as my lips trailed along her collarbone and my fingers traced the curve of her sides, I felt her melt into me, her tension dissolving under my touch.

“You're so beautiful,” I murmured against her skin.

I stepped back just enough to tug off my pajama top, letting it fall carelessly, before pressing my bare chest against hers. The heat of her skin was electrifying. Wrapping my arms around her, I lifted her effortlessly, her soft gasp fanning against my ear as I carried her to the bed.

Laying her down gently, I captured her lips again, my kiss deep and slow, savoring every second. My hands traced her curves, moving from her breasts to her hips, then lower to her thighs. Her legs parted slightly beneath my touch, and my fingers found her already slick and waiting for me.

“Fuck, baby,” I groaned, sliding my fingers along her folds. “You're so wet for me.”

Her breath hitched, and her back arched as my fingers explored her, teasing her sensitive spots. Her soft whimpers sent a jolt of need through me, and I couldn't hold back any longer. I shifted down her body, trailing kisses over her stomach until I reached her wetness.

My tongue teased her, flicking lightly before delving deeper, and her legs trembled against my shoulders. She cried out, her hands gripping the sheets as I held her hips firmly in place, refusing to let her escape.

“Dominic, please, I need you,” she gasped, her voice trembling with desperation.

Her plea undid me. The way she moaned my name, the hitch in her breath, was a drug I couldn't resist. I moved back up, meeting her flushed face, and pressed my forehead to hers as I tore off my pants, freeing myself.

“Tell me, Emily,” I said, my voice thick with desire. “Do you want this? Do you want me?”

“Yes,” she breathed, her eyes glazed with need. “I want you.”

There was no going back now. I didn’t want to go back.

Positioning myself at her entrance, I slid in slowly, her tight warmth enveloping me inch by inch. She gasped sharply, her body tensing beneath me, and I stopped immediately.

“Emily,” I whispered, brushing her hair back, my voice gentle but strained. “Do you want me to stop?”

She shook her head quickly. “No, please, don't stop.”

I eased into her again, giving her time to adjust, every inch of her body molding perfectly to mine. She let out a soft, shaky moan, and I began to move, slow and deliberate, savoring the way she felt around me.

“God, you feel so good,” I groaned, my hands gripping her hips as I thrust deeper.

Her nails dug into my back, her voice rising with every movement. “Dominic…faster…please,” she begged, her words broken by moans.

I picked up the pace, our bodies moving together in perfect rhythm. The room filled with the sounds of our moans, gasps, and the raw intensity of our desire. Every thrust drove us closer, her cries mingling with my own grunts as the tension built between us.

“I can't—I'm so close,” she whimpered, her legs tightening around me.

“Let go for me, baby,” I urged, my voice a low growl, my own control slipping.

Her release came first, her body arching beneath me as her cries filled the room. The way she pulsed around me sent me over the edge, and with a final, deep thrust, I followed, groaning her name as we fell apart together.

Collapsing beside her, I pulled her into my arms, her body still trembling against mine. Pressing a kiss to her forehead. And as our breaths evened out, I noticed her breathing, soft and steady, she had fallen asleep.

I held her tighter, a quiet promise forming in my mind. I’d do whatever it took to protect her. No matter what happened, she was mine to keep safe, and I wouldn’t let anyone take her away from me.


Chapter 18 - Emily

I woke up feeling... different. The soft morning light poured into the room as a quiet joy hummed inside me, the kind of feeling you don’t quite understand until you’ve experienced it for yourself.

The night before still played in my mind, a vivid memory that wrapped around me like a dream. I had finally lost my virginity. Dominic was my first. Everything about him, his touch, his words, the way he made me feel—was unlike anything I had ever imagined. The moment we shared felt... magical. Like I was the only woman in the world who mattered, like nothing else could compare.

I smiled to myself, my fingers lightly brushing the sheets as I recalled the way his hands had moved over me, so gentle, yet possessive in all the right ways. The way he spoke to me, his voice low, soothing, and full of reassurance made me feel seen in a way I’d never felt before. Every touch, every whisper, it was like he knew exactly what I needed, even before I did.

I was glad I hadn’t let any of the other men in my life have that part of me. It was Dominic who had gotten to be my first, and somehow, that felt like it was meant to be.

The way he had made me feel safe and desired was something I hadn’t known I needed, and now I couldn’t imagine ever going back to the uncertainty I’d felt before.

As I lay there, trying to soak in the contentment, I felt that familiar ache stir within me again, desire, awakening, even stronger than before. It wasn’t just the physical memory of what we had shared. It was something deeper, something I hadn’t anticipated. I wanted more. Not just his physical touch, but his reassurance, his words, his attention.

I felt Dominic stir behind me. His strong arm tightened around me, pulling me closer, and I couldn’t help but smile. He inched his body against mine, his manhood pressing gently against the small of my back, sending a wave of heat through me. My face flushed as the memories of last night rushed back, the way he had stretched me, how good it had felt when he was inside me. The softness of his skin against mine and the rhythm of his touch still lingered.

I shivered as Dominic kissed my neck, his lips warm against my skin. “Good morning, beautiful,” he whispered, his voice husky and tender.

“Good morning,” I replied softly, feeling the weight of his body against mine, his scent surrounding me, making everything feel safe and right. I didn’t want this moment to end. I just wanted to stay here, wrapped in his arms, forever.

But then, as if on cue, my alarm went off, pulling me from the peaceful cocoon we had formed. I reached to silence it, but the moment my body stretched, I felt the painful reminder of yesterday’s accident. I winced, unable to mask the discomfort this time.

Dominic noticed instantly. His voice, laced with concern, was low and urgent. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine,” I said quickly, trying to reassure him, but I could see the doubt in his eyes. He didn’t believe me.

In a flash, Dominic ripped the sheet from me, and I snatched it back just as fast, wincing from the pain, but it was too late. He had already seen the black and blue bruises marking my skin.

He sat up quickly, his jaw clenched, and I could see the fury rise within him, like a storm building behind his eyes.

“Alec was right,” he muttered, his voice low and furious. “The car did touch you—” He paused, visibly enraged, before looking at me with a mixture of disbelief and anger. “How could you keep this from me, Emily? You should’ve told me.”

I sat up and leaned against the headboard, my heart racing. Guilt washed over me as I realized I could no longer hide. “I didn’t want you to worry about me since you already had Lucy to worry about,” I whispered, the words tumbling out in a rush.

He took a sharp breath, his expression shifting between frustration and concern. He reached for my hand, squeezing it gently, before his thumb brushed across the back of my knuckles. “Emily, you risked your life to save Lucy. And you’re my wife, it’s my duty to worry about you.” His voice broke slightly, tight with emotion. “You have to stop shutting me out,” he continued, his eyes searching mine. “All I want is what's best for you.”

He wasn’t just upset about my injuries; he was hurt that I hadn’t let him in.

“As for the driver, he’s going to pay for this,” he continued, his voice growing colder, sharper with each word. “I swear to you, Emily, I’ll protect you and Lucy, and no one will ever get to you again. I’ll make sure of it.”

He softened, his tone gentler now, almost regretful. “I hope I didn’t hurt you last night... after everything, I shouldn’t have come to your room.”

I shook my head quickly, my hand lifting to his face, brushing away the concern that clouded his expression. “No... no, Dominic, you didn’t hurt me. It’s not like that. I’m okay,” I reassured him.

He hesitated, his gaze flickering between my eyes and the sheet that was covering the bruises on my body. “I’m not so sure. I don’t want to cause you any pain, Emily. Had I known it was this bad... God, Emily—”

I gave him a small smile, trying to ease his worry, “Really. I’m fine. I promise.”

His gaze softened, but then his expression hardened again, the shift in his demeanor swift. “Today, you’re taking the day off. No arguments. You need to rest.”

I sighed, but I couldn’t argue with him. He was right. “I promise. I’ll stay home. I’ll rest.”

Dominic kissed my forehead, as he pulled me back into his arms. I rested my head gently against his chest, feeling the steady beat of his heart beneath me, and for a moment, I closed my eyes and allowed myself to relax.

But then, slowly, like a veil lifting, something clicked in my mind. What did Dominic mean when he said he’d protect Lucy and me? Protect us from what? His words only confirmed my suspicions that the accident hadn’t been an accident after all, along with the strange man who had dropped off the documents, the meeting with his brothers, and the reason he kicked me out of the office. Something was definitely off.

Should I bring it up now? I didn’t want to ruin the moment, but would I ever have another chance like this, when he was so soft and vulnerable? A part of me ached to seize the opportunity, to ask him all the questions swirling in my head before his mood changed again, before the walls went up between us, as they always did. The truth felt just out of reach, and I knew that if I didn’t ask now, I might never get another chance.

“Dominic,” I said hesitantly, shifting so I could look into his eyes. “Are you going to tell me the truth about what’s happening? I know something shady is going on. Something that you’re not willing to clue me in on.”

He sighed, his finger trailing down my arm, as if trying to comfort me. But there was something guarded in his eyes.

“Emily, it’s nothing for you to worry about,” he said, his voice gentle, almost too calm.

Was he joking?

“Nothing for me to worry about?” I echoed, my voice rising. “Do I look stupid to you?” I pulled away from his arms, sitting up and glaring at him. “I have bruises on my body to prove that I should be worried, Dominic.” Anger flared inside me, but the hurt crept in too, and I forced it back. My voice trembled as I continued, “You know, after what we shared last night, I thought you’d be more open with me.”

“Emily, it’s not like that.” He ran his hand through his hair in frustration.

I wasn’t having it. He needed to tell me what the hell was going on. I took a deep breath, trying to steady myself before I let the words spill out. “Then tell me, Dominic. What is it like? It’s the least you can do after forcing me into this marriage. You and my father are enemies, yet here I am, lying in this bed with you. Am I just supposed to completely ignore that fact? Pretend it doesn’t matter?” My voice faltered, but I pressed on, my chest tightening as my thoughts raced. “Does yesterday have anything to do with it, you and Dad?”

My heart pounded against my ribs as I held his gaze, refusing to back down. “Dominic, please,” I said, my voice softening. “I deserve to know. What is going on?”

Dominic’s eyes flickered, and for a moment, I wondered if he would finally give me the truth I was desperate for.

"Emily," he began, his voice rough. His eyes were filled with something I couldn’t quite name, guilt? Fear? “This, right here—us,” he said, gesturing between us, his hand trembling slightly before he placed it on my arm. “Without this, without you, I don’t know how I’d keep it together.”

My breath caught, I didn’t know whether to feel comforted or terrified.

“What does that mean?” I whispered, barely able to keep the tremor out of my voice. “Why would you even need that kind of sanity? Dominic—” My throat tightened as I tried to hold back the panic rising in me.

He hesitated, his thumb brushed against my skin absently, a motion that felt both soothing and distant

“I have no intention of deceiving you, not anymore. Yesterday had nothing to do with Victor and me, it’s much bigger than that,” he said, his voice low but steady. “But you need to trust me. Be patient with me. Please.”

I blinked, the lump in my throat making it impossible to respond.

“And as for yesterday…” His expression darkening. “It wasn’t random, Emily. You and Lucy—” He cut himself off, his jaw tightening as if saying the words out loud would make them too real. “I need you to understand that I would never let anything happen to either of you. That’s why I need time. To fix this. To make it safe.”

I stared at him, my heart pounding so hard it felt like it might burst. “Safe from who, Dominic?” I demanded, my voice cracking.

He sighed, his thumb still brushing over my hand, as if trying to keep me calm while my world slowly unraveled. “Soon,” he murmured, his voice barely audible. “Emily, I promise, I’ll tell you everything soon.”

I sat there, staring at Dominic as his words lingered in the air. Soon. The promise sounded hollow, but the way his hand gripped mine, the tension in his jaw, and the crack in his voice made me believe it wasn’t a lie. Still, it wasn’t enough. Not really. But what choice did I have?

“I don’t like this,” I said softly, my voice trembling with frustration. “But—I’ll wait.” My words tasted bitter, and I hated myself for letting him off the hook. But there was something in his eyes, it whispered that he needed me to wait just as much as I needed him to tell me the truth.

Once again, he pulled me into his arms, his hand stroking my hair in soft, steady movements. The silence between us was heavy, each of us lost in our own thoughts. I told myself I needed to trust him, needed to trust my husband.

The Dominic Quantum. Ruthless businessman, amazing father, and now, a fiercely protective husband.

Husband. The word echoed in my mind, carrying a warmth I hadn’t expected. I liked the sound of it, liked the sound of us.

And then it hit me.

I hadn’t just fallen for Dominic Quantum. The reason I let him off the hook, the reason I wanted to trust him, the reason I kept making excuses for him, it was because I loved him.

When the hell had that happened?

Panic surged through me like an electric shock, my heart racing uncontrollably in its wake. There was no stopping it, no undoing it. The realization struck with brutal clarity, and once it took hold, there was no escaping it, it was impossible to ignore.

I tried to trace it back, when had he crept under my skin? Was it when I saw him with Lucy, his gentle, patient love for her undoing every ruthless image I had of him? Or when Mrs. Kensington spoke of him with such respect and kindness? Maybe it was when he stood up to my father, not just for me but because he believed I deserved better.

Or maybe it was all of it, the moments that chipped away at my defenses, revealing the man beneath the titles and power. The man I hadn’t seen when I first stepped into his office.

I wanted to scream at myself for letting it happen, for letting him in after everything he’d done, the manipulation, the torment, the chaos. Loving Dominic felt reckless, dangerous, like walking a tightrope without a safety net. But there was no going back now.

For now, I’ll keep my secret, I thought, closing my eyes. I sighed and snuggled closer to him as his fingers continued their soothing rhythm through my hair. I’ll wait—not just for his truths, but for the moment I can give him mine.


Chapter 19 - Dominic

That morning, I slipped out of bed as Emily drifted back into sleep, her breathing soft and even. My jaw tightened at the thought of the marks on her body. I hadn’t realized how bad it was, and the guilt gnawed at me like a relentless ache. I’d failed to protect her.

I hadn’t anticipated things escalating to this point, and now I was left to grapple with the burden of not being more vigilant, the regret settling heavily within me.

But I didn’t have the luxury of dwelling on it. I forced myself to focus, shoving my emotions aside. My first order of business was handing the reins over to my second-in-command at the company. I trusted him to finalize deals, attend meetings, and keep everything running smoothly while I turned my attention elsewhere.

My phone buzzed relentlessly as I made call after call to my security team. Emily and Lucy were safe at home under Mrs. Kensington’s watchful eye, but that wasn’t enough. No one—besides my brothers and myself—was allowed onto the premises. I wouldn’t take any chances.

Donovan, head of my security team, finally brought me a glimmer of progress. They had narrowed down the location from where the emails were being sent. Despite the culprit’s attempts to disguise their tracks, they were transmitting from the same general area. Surveillance footage from nearby security cameras was being pulled to identify the sender. The gap was closing, and I could almost feel the noose tightening.

Then came the update I dreaded but expected. The driver of the vehicle that was hired to scare Emily had been found. He admitted he’d been paid ten thousand dollars to scare her. All arrangements had been made over the phone, with the cash left at a drop-off point. He claimed he had no idea who had hired him. A coward hiding in the shadows, pulling strings from a safe distance.

I was determined to make sure the driver disappeared into that prison, vanishing without a trace, never to be seen again.

By the time eleven-thirty rolled around, I was mentally drained, a tension headache thrumming behind my temples. A knock on my door pulled me from my thoughts, and I looked up to see Leo stride into the room.

“Dom, how are you holding up?” Leo asked, settling into the chair directly opposite me.

“As good as any man in my situation,” I replied, my tone flat.

Leo nodded, his expression serious. “And how are Lucy and Emily?”

“Lucy’s as resilient as any five-year-old. She slept through the night, and this morning, she was as chipper as ever.”

“And Emily?”

“She’s got bruises, but she’s alive. The bastard who did this was caught and he’s sitting in a cell as we speak.”

“Who got caught?” Seb asked as he entered the room, followed closely by Axel.

“The son of a bitch who almost ran over Emily and Lucy,” Leo said before shifting his attention to Axel. “And baby brother finally decided to show up.”

“Yeah, that’s because I went to his house and dragged his ass out. We couldn’t afford a repeat of yesterday,” Seb stated with a shrug.

As I began to fill them in on the security protocols at home, Vincent and Nathaniel arrived. Once I had updated them, it was time to address the real reason I had called them together.

“Now that we’re all here, we can begin the meeting,” I said, locking my office door. I motioned for my brothers to follow me into the private conference room at the back of my office. Once we were all seated, I began, my voice steady as I forced the words from my mouth.

“I wouldn’t have brought you all into this if it weren’t a risk to your reputations and your businesses,” I started, my eyes flicking to each of them. “When I first started out, I needed capital, and no one was willing to take a chance on a nameless twenty-year-old. So, I did some research and found a group willing to help. I took the risk and got involved with the Black Lotus Syndicate.”

The shock on my brothers’ faces was immediate.

Leonardo was the first to speak, his voice a mix of disbelief and anger. “Dominic, just so I’m hearing you right... Did you say the Black Lotus Syndicate? The criminal organization, the secret society of untouchable, powerful men and women known for assassinations, fraud, embezzlement, and all sorts of other criminal activities? Those are the people you got money from?”

“Yes,” I replied, my gaze unwavering. “After receiving one hundred million dollars from them, I struck a deal with the key players and vanished after my end of the deal was complete. I thought it was over.”

“What kind of deal?” Nathaniel asked, leaning forward, his voice colder now, his eyes sharp with suspicion.

“I agreed to use my company as a front for laundering their illegal funds for five years. They helped me clear out rivals, gave me access to their networks their resources, and made sure I had the space to grow.” I paused, swallowing hard. “In exchange, I kept evidence, encrypted records of their transactions and incriminating proof of their crimes. Things that, if exposed, can’t be swept under the carpet. If either side breached the deal, it would be catastrophic.”

Seb’s jaw clenched as he processed this. “But, they’re back. Why now, after all these years?” he asked.

I took a breath, knowing this part would hit hardest. “Honestly, I don’t know, but the first threatening email came a few days after I married Emily.”

The room was dead silent for a moment, the tension so thick I could feel it choking me.

“You’ve been married to Emily for what, five months now?” Vincent’s voice broke the silence, his eyebrows raised in disbelief. “And you never thought it’d be wise to tell us about any of this? Let’s put aside the secret of you taking money from a criminal organization. But you didn’t think that we, your brothers, should’ve known about the threats?”

“I kept it from you because I didn’t want to drag you into this mess. I figured I could handle it on my own, keep it from affecting the business.” I paused, looking each of them in the eye. “But now I can’t protect you all from this anymore. I can’t protect Lucy or Emily either without your help.”

Axel’s face twisted with anger. “Dom, if word gets out about this, if anyone finds out about the Black Lotus Syndicate, we’re finished. Our businesses, our lives, everything we’ve worked for... it’ll all go up in flames.”

I rubbed the back of my neck where the tension had settled, knowing he was right.

“I know,” I said quietly. “That’s why I kept it from you. I thought I could handle it. But now that they’re back, there’s no way around it. We’re all involved now. Whether you like it or not.”

Leonardo slammed his fist on the table. “You always keep things from us. Always try to handle everything yourself. Do you think we’re still kids? Do you think we wouldn’t have had your back if you’d just been honest with us from the beginning? Do you have any idea how much you’ve risked, Dom? What you almost lost yesterday?”

“Don’t you think I know that?” I shot back, my voice sharp. “Do you think I wanted any of this? To put you all at risk, to put Emily and Lucy in danger? I did what I had to do to keep this family together. To keep us alive at the time.”

Vincent’s voice was quieter now, but the anger still burned beneath it. “But what kept us alive then is back to kill us, to destroy everything we’ve built. And you think you’re the only one who can fix it?”

Nathaniel cut in, his tone firm but measured, “We’re all in this together, Dom. Yes, you’re the oldest, but that doesn’t mean you have to carry everything on your own.”

There was a brief pause before Sebastien’s voice came, tinged with disappointment. “I get it, Dom. You made a choice, one that, if we’re honest, has benefited all of us. But now that things aren’t going as they should, you chose to hide this from us? I’m highly disappointed, Dominic.”

Axel leaned forward, his eyes filled with determination. “Alright, enough about the past. We can’t change it. We know what the problem is, so the real question is, how are we going to fix it?”

“I hired a PI, one that I’ve been working with for quite some time, to dig up any and everything on the key players that I made the deal with. I’m planning to blackmail them, by going to their rivals with the info my PI found if they don’t back off.”

I felt the burden of my past choices with the Syndicate more than ever, knowing my family was now at risk because of them. The guilt hit hard, but pride coursed through my veins—my brothers had chosen to stand with me, despite it all. Yet, the cold edge of my instincts sharpened, and I knew there was no room for failure going forward. I would not allow them to suffer for my mistakes, nor would I allow anyone to touch my wife and daughter again. I’d burn everything to the ground if I had to, my family was off-limits.

“From now on, everyone gets plainclothes security at home and at the businesses. No exceptions. Keep it discreet—we can’t afford to spark speculation or attract unnecessary attention.” My eyes swept the room, daring any of them to question it. They didn’t. Good.

“As for the Syndicate,” I continued, leaning forward, my elbows braced on the table, “I hired a PI, a damn good one I’ve been working with for years. He has been digging into the key players I dealt with, unearthing anything and everything. I’ve got a binder filled with their darkest secrets. If this goes public, it doesn’t just ruin the key players, it dismantles their entire empire from the inside out.”

Low whistles rippled through the room as I turned to Leo. “Leo, I’ll need you to go through that binder. When I meet with these bastards, I want them to know we’re not playing games. We’ll make it clear: they back off, or I’ll hand their dirty laundry straight to their rivals. If they think they’re untouchable, I’ll remind them that every chain has a weak link and I have the hammer to shatter it.”

This wasn’t just strategy—it was war. And I wasn’t about to let my family become collateral damage.

Axel asked, “Do you think it’ll be enough to work?”

My gaze hardened as I locked eyes with Axel. “It’s not about thinking it’ll work,” I said. “It’s about making it work. These people thrive on fear and leverage.”

The cold fire in my chest burned hotter with every word. The Syndicate had made their move; now it was my turn. I’d crush them, dismantle their power.

“I’m going to show them they’re not the only ones holding the cards. If they even hesitate for a second, I’ll make them regret it. This isn’t a gamble, Axel. It’s strategy.”

“Dom, you know you can’t go there alone, nor can you go with an entourage of security details,” Nathaniel stated.

“I’ve already thought of that,” I said, glancing toward Seb. He sat back in his chair, arms crossed, a faint smirk tugging at his lips like he already knew where this was going. “Seb will be going with me.” His smirk shifted into something more serious.

His connections ran deep, deeper than most of us realized until we needed them. He didn’t just know people—he knew how to navigate their weaknesses and exploit their strengths.

“His connections are invaluable,” I continued, my gaze sweeping over the room. “And he knows how to handle himself when the line between business and chaos gets blurry.”

I leaned back, my fingers drumming against the table. This wasn’t just about who had the sharpest suit or the biggest ego. If things went south—and I had no doubt there was a chance they would—I needed someone who could read the room as easily as he read a cocktail menu.

“Seb’s got a knack for reading people, cutting through the noise to see the real angles.” I shifted my focus back to him. “If this meeting takes a wrong turn, I need someone who can think fast and act faster.”

A memory surfaced, uninvited, of Seb diffusing a bar fight with nothing but a sharp tongue and a steady hand on a broken bottle. I pushed it aside and added, “And let’s be real—when it comes to keeping things cool under pressure, nobody does it better than Seb.”

He raised an eyebrow at me, his smirk returning. “Damn right.”

We sat around the table and mapped out every detail of the plan. Every t was crossed, every i dotted—including contingencies to get Lucy, Emily, and Mrs. Kensington out of the country if it came to that. I wasn’t naive; I knew exactly who I was going up against. If we were going to move forward, every piece had to be perfectly aligned.

By the time we wrapped up, the clock read a little after 4 p.m. We agreed to reconvene in three days, giving everyone enough time to check off their assignments and tighten the loose ends.

Despite the exhaustion settling into my shoulders, I couldn’t shake the restlessness that tugged at me. My thoughts drifted—no, fixated—on Emily. No amount of planning or preparation could quiet the ache to be near her, to make sure she was safe, to see her face.

The day had drained me, but the pull toward home, toward her, was stronger than my fatigue. Rest could wait; I couldn’t. I needed to be there. Now.


Chapter 20 - Emily

“So, spill it. Why are you having breakfast with me on a Saturday morning and not Mr. Orgasms and that adorable daughter of his?” Kristi sipped her latte, her eyes narrowing as she peered over the rim of her cup, a mischievous smirk playing on her lips.

It had been three weeks since the accident, a messy, confusing ordeal I hadn’t even begun to unpack with Kristi. But, strangely enough, it ended up being the catalyst in my relationship with Dominic.

“Could you keep your voice down?” I motioned with a hand, trying not to blush at Kristi’s shamelessness.

The truth was, life felt like something out of a romance novel. Dominic had transformed into the doting husband I had always dreamed of: charming, romantic, supportive and let’s not forget… the sex. O.M.G. Mind-blowing didn’t even begin to describe it. And yes, I told Kristi all about it and she was thrilled.

Kristi leaned back in her chair, raising an eyebrow, completely unfazed. “If I had a man that gave me as many orgasms as your husband, I would stand on Mt. Everest and let everyone know. So, where is he?”

I rolled my eyes, but I couldn't suppress the smile tugging at my lips. “He went on an emergency business trip with Seb. And they’ll be back tomorrow evening.”

One thing I had learned about Dominic was that he liked things to be precise. He wasn’t the type to throw around phrases like “emergency meetings.” Still, he had asked me to trust him and be patient so he could fix things and I was trying to do just that.

So, when he woke me up at 4 a.m., murmuring something about an emergency meeting he had to attend, I wasn’t exactly buying it. But I also knew getting upset wouldn’t help. If this was something he needed to handle, I wasn’t going to stand in his way. Instead, I kissed him, wished him a good flight, and let it go.

The truth was, this was the first time in three weeks I felt… exposed. Dominic’s presence had been my shield, his touch, his attention, his love—everything about him had kept me wrapped in this blissful bubble. A bubble where the accident and its unsettling details couldn’t reach me.

But now, with him gone, those questions came rushing back. Why did it happen? Who was responsible? The hair on the back of my neck prickled, and my stomach churned at the thought.

“Em, are you okay?” Kristi’s voice had a note of concern, and I looked up to see her studying me closely.

I sighed, setting my coffee mug down with a soft clink, then rubbed my temples. I wasn’t ready to tell Kristi about the accident, not yet. “It’s Dad. He’s been calling a lot these past few weeks. The one time I decided to pick up, he was asking questions about Dominic. It’s like he’s fishing for something.”

Kristi’s frown deepened. “And you haven’t told Dominic?”

I shook my head, my voice barely a whisper. “No. He’s already dealing with so much. The last thing I want is to add my dad’s mess to his plate. I just—I don’t want to worry him.”

Kristi’s eyes narrowed, and she paused, her latte forgotten. “Em, you can’t keep this to yourself forever. If your dad’s poking around, there’s a reason. And keeping Dominic in the dark? That’s a recipe for disaster.”

I shifted uncomfortably in my seat, frustration simmering just under the surface. “You think I don’t know that? But every time I try to tell him, I freeze. I can’t bring myself to do it. And now, with Dominic gone for a few hours, I was thinking I should stop by Dad's and get to the bottom of this myself.”

Kristi leaned forward, her hand landing firmly over mine. “I think you should, for the sake of everyone involved.”

I nodded.

Just then, my phone rang, the screen flashed with Leo’s name.

“Hi, Leo. Is everything okay at the house?”

“Hi, Aunty Emily, it’s me, Lucy! Can you do a French braid?” I could almost picture Lucy’s thoughtful expression over the phone.

I glanced at Kristi, who was now absorbed in her phone, her lips curved in a smile.

“Yes, hun, I can.”

“Great. Uncle Leo can only do ponytails. I just want something different, you know?”

I stifled a laugh. “I totally understand, sweetheart. I’ll be home in an hour to get you ready for your playdate and braid your hair, okay?”

“Thanks, Aunty Emily. See you soon. Bye!”

“Bye, Lucy.”

The call ended, and I lowered my phone with a fond smile. I glanced over at Kristi, still smiling at her phone.

“Who’s making you smile like that?” I raised an eyebrow.

“No one.” She placed the phone face down on the table.

“Oh really? No one?”

I grabbed her phone and stared at the screen for a moment before looking back at her. “Wait… are you guys a thing?”

Kristi had never had a steady boyfriend, at least not one I knew about. She always said she was too young for commitment and wanted to enjoy life first.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said, grabbing her phone back.

“So, you’re keeping important information from me?” I lowered my voice. “While I’m over here telling you how many orgasms my husband gives me in one night, you better start talking.”

Kristi giggled. “Fine, fine. Where do I begin?”

“The beginning!”

For the next thirty minutes, Kristi spilled the details of her love life before it was time for me to leave. I gave her a hug outside the café.

“I’ll call you later to tell you how everything went, okay?”

“See ya, babe. Love you.”

“Love you too.”

I gave her another quick hug before I hopped into the car with Alec at the wheel.

Once I got home, Leo gave Lucy a quick hug, said goodbye and left. I got Lucy ready and dropped her off at her playdate, watching her run inside with excitement before turning to Alec.

“Can you please drop me off at my father’s house?”

“Sure thing, Mrs. Quantum.”

After giving him directions, I settled into the seat as he informed the other security detail about the detour. As the car pulled away, a sudden wave of nausea hit me. I pressed my hand to my stomach, wondering if it was just nerves.

“Mrs. Quantum, you okay?” Alec asked, glancing at me with concern in the rearview mirror.

“I’m fine,” I replied quickly, forcing a smile. “Just a little... tired, that’s all.”

He didn’t seem convinced, but he didn’t press further. It wasn’t long before Alec pulled up to Dad’s house. He opened the door and moved to follow me.

“Alec, it’s fine. I’ll go alone.”

He hesitated. “Mrs. Quantum, I have strict orders not to leave you alone when you're not at home.”

I sighed. “Alec, this is my father’s house. I’ll be in and out in ten minutes. If I’m not, you can come in, okay?”

He nodded reluctantly, and I walked through the gates.

I walked into the house, the door clicking shut behind me, and immediately heard raised voices coming from the study. The unmistakable sound of my father’s angry voice, followed by Amber’s harsh, frantic tone.

My pulse quickened as I tiptoed toward the study door, careful not to make a sound. Peering through the small gap, I saw my father standing rigid by his desk, his face red with frustration. Amber was pacing, hands gesturing wildly.

“I’m doing what’s necessary to protect us, to secure our financial future!” Amber’s voice was frantic, desperate.

My father’s voice was low, almost a growl, but the intensity of it carried through the door. “You think you’re protecting us by sending anonymous emails to Dominic threatening to expose him and destroy everything he holds dear?”

A sickening thought struck me. Was this what Dominic had been hiding from me? Constant email threats? Is that the pressure he’d been under? I’d asked him if it had anything to do with my father, and he’d said no, his answer so genuine it seemed like he truly had no idea about the involvement of my father and Amber. But if that was the case... then was the accident... them?

Dad’s voice silenced my thoughts, each word dripping with venom, “Have you forgotten that Dominic and I are both connected to the Black Lotus Syndicate? If he gets exposed, I’ll go with him!”

His words slammed into me and I felt the world shift beneath my feet. Wait, Dominic was part of the Black Lotus Syndicate? I’d only ever heard rumors about them from Kristi, whispers of dangerous men and women with untouchable power. Was that how Dominic accumulated his wealth? And my father… he was a part of it too! It felt like someone had tossed me into the ocean without a life jacket, and I was sinking, unable to breathe.

Amber’s voice snapped me back to the moment, her eyes sharp with fury. “You left me no choice! Your method was taking forever! I planted the email so Emily would apply for the job, knowing Dominic would hire her because she’s your daughter. And when she messed up and had no choice but to marry him, you saw it as the perfect opportunity to get inside information from him. But what do you have to show for it? Nothing!”

I felt light headed, the world tilting as I swayed, my hand shooting out to grab the wall for stability as the full extent of it hit me. Dad and Amber… It was them. They orchestrated it all. Every last bit of it.

I backed away slowly, my heart pounding in my chest. My father, my own father, had been involved in all of this. What had he allowed Amber to drag him into? What kind of monster was he?

I slipped out of the house as quietly as I’d entered, my chest tightening with every step. I couldn’t confront my father now, not yet. I needed to let Dominic had to know what was going on.

My legs carried me toward the car faster than I realized, the pounding of my heels on the pavement matching the racing of my heart. Alec and the others were standing outside. The moment Alec saw me, he opened the car door.

I slid in, fumbling in my bag for my phone. My fingers trembled as I dialed Dominic’s number.

“Come on, come on, pick up.”

The ringing seemed endless, each tone louder and more grating than the last.

Voicemail.

I groaned, gripping the phone tighter. Calm down, Emily. He told you he might not be reachable during his meeting. There’s no reason to panic.

But I couldn’t stop the unease clawing at my chest. My own father, my family, my flesh and blood, had betrayed me. How could he?

I closed my eyes, drawing in a shaky breath. I needed to clear my head.

“Alec,” I said, my voice unsteady. “Can you take me to Seb’s Bar and Lounge on 3rd Street?”

He gave a quick nod, his expression unreadable, and twenty minutes later, I found myself seated at the dimly lit bar. The cool glass of lemon water in my hand was a poor match for the inferno in my chest. I stared into the liquid, hoping it would calm me, but my thoughts refused to settle.

I tried calling Kristi. No answer. The silence on the other end of the line only made my nerves worse.

When my alarm went off, signaling it was time to pick up Lucy from her playdate, I placed a few bills on the counter, thanked the bartender, and left.

Even as Alec pulled the car back onto the street, my mind was still reeling, a chaotic swirl of betrayal, fear, and anger.

Girl, you’d better pull yourself together before you pick up Lucy. I swallowed hard, forcing my hands to steady as I clenched them in my lap. When you get home, you can fall apart, cry, scream—whatever. But right now? Fake it till you make it.

I straightened in my seat, took a deep breath, and plastered on the most convincing mask of calm I could muster. For Lucy’s sake, I had to keep it together. At least for now.

Alec pulled up outside the quaint suburban house, and I stepped out, smoothing my expression into something polite and approachable. I rang the doorbell, and Lucy’s friend’s mom greeted me warmly.

“Thank you so much for having Lucy over,” I said with a practiced smile.

“It was our pleasure! The girls had a wonderful time,” she replied as Lucy appeared, bounding toward me with her backpack in tow.

I took Lucy’s hand, and we walked back to the car. “How was the playdate?” I asked lightly.

“It was great!” Lucy chirped as we climbed into the car.

As Alec started the car, Lucy’s voice bubbled with excitement. “Guess what I did today!”

“What?” I asked, glancing back at her with a small smile.

“I taught Sophie how to make friendship bracelets! She made one for me, see?” Lucy held out her wrist, proudly showing off a brightly colored bracelet made of uneven knots and beads.

“It’s beautiful, Luce,” I said, reaching back to gently touch it.

Her grin grew wider. “Do you think we could make one for each other? I still have a few beads and string left!”

“I’d love to,” I said, letting her joy soften the edges of my day.

As Lucy and I focused on the bracelets, her laughter filled the car. Suddenly, the lightness of her laughter shattered like glass as the screech of tires filled the air. My head snapped up just in time to see a truck plow into the SUV in front of us.

“Alec!” I screamed, clutching Lucy instinctively. Alec cursed, yanking the wheel to swerve, narrowly avoiding a head-on collision. But before he could regain control, a violent impact from the side sent us spinning.

“Hold on!” Alec barked.

Lucy’s terrified screams rang out, her tiny arms clinging to mine in a death grip as the car jerked and skidded to a halt.

Gunfire erupted, sharp and relentless.

“Get down, now!” Alec shouted as I watched him draw his firearm as he tried to start the engine again but to no avail.

My ears rang as I curled protectively around Lucy, shielding her with my body, staying as low in the car as possible.

“It’s going to be okay,” I whispered, though my voice broke under the weight of fear. My heart pounding so hard it felt like it might burst.

Suddenly, the driver’s door was wrenched open, and Alec’s gun fired in rapid bursts. The car filled with the acrid smell of gunpowder and shouts. Then came return shots, sharp and unforgiving.

“No!” I screamed as Alec grunted and slumped forward, blood streaking down his shoulder.

The next second, the door beside me was yanked open, and rough hands grabbed me. “Let me go!” I shouted, my voice raw with terror. I clawed and kicked at the person pulling me, desperate to break free.

Lucy’s piercing screams cut through the chaos. “Aunty Emily! Help me!”

“Lucy!” I thrashed harder, panic tearing through me as I felt a sack shoved over my head.

I struggled against the arms dragging me, every muscle burning with the effort. My nails scraped against flesh, but it didn’t matter. I wasn’t strong enough.

Her cries grew fainter, and then a sharp, chemical smell invaded my nose. I tried to hold my breath, but it was no use. My limbs weakened, my struggles faltering.

“Lucy—” I whispered, tears streaming as everything went black.


Chapter 21 - Dominic

Sebastien and I walked into the narrow alley, our footsteps echoing softly against the damp cobblestones. His grip was firm on the envelope that held the documents. Midway down the alley, I rapped my knuckles on the wooden door three times, slow, deliberate knocks that had become second nature. A small piece of the door slid open, and I caught the glint of eyes peering through the crack.

“Cipher to Obsidian,” I said, the code rolling off my tongue like it had so many times before.

The eyes behind the door blinked once, then the piece of wood slid back into place, followed by the unmistakable sound of a lock turning. The door creaked open slowly, reluctantly, as if it were unsure whether it was ready to welcome us.

We stepped inside, the musty air, thick with dust and stale coffee, hit me first. The hallway was dim, the walls lined with yellowed photographs and peeling wallpaper, remnants of a time when this place had been alive, a hub of whispered deals and unspoken power.

I moved forward, boots scraping against the worn floors, each step a reminder of how long this place had been abandoned—forgotten by most but never by me. The scent of old wood, leather, and something faintly metallic still clung to the air, like the last remnants of a life I no longer wanted to acknowledge.

At the entrance to the main area of the café, I stopped. The place was a ghost, frozen in time, though it refused to fade completely. The windows in the front were covered with yellowed newspaper, not to shield it from the outside world, but as a desperate attempt to hold on to something that had long since passed. It looked like a place that had been abandoned and left to fend for itself, like everything else in this city that had been discarded when it no longer served a purpose.

The chandelier above hung low, its once-glittering crystals dull and covered in a fine layer of dust, catching only the faintest light that managed to escape through the covered windows.

I glanced at the booths, each one now a shadow of its former self. The red leather seats, cracked and faded, had once been places where secrets were exchanged and promises made. Now, they felt like the remnants of forgotten battles, abandoned by those who had used them for their own gain. The wood of the tables, scarred with time, was chipped and dull, but even in its neglect, it held the memories of deals done in silence.

Sebastien moved across the room, his footsteps loud in the empty space, and sat down in one of the booths. I sat opposite him, my expression cold. No need for pleasantries. My message was simple: Stay the hell away from my family. The past doesn’t get to resurface without consequences. And Obsidian? He was about to learn that lesson the hard way.

Sebastien and I sat in silence for five minutes. Despite the place’s age, I knew better than to let my guard down. In environments like this, it was best to say only what was necessary, no more, no less, just in case the walls themselves were wired.

Then, Harry Montague, also known as Obsidian, stepped into the room, his trademark smile spreading across his face like it always did when he was in control. Harry Montague had once been a state judge, a man with the power to lock people away or set them free with the stroke of a pen. And in the Syndicate, his influence had only grown, his legal authority blending seamlessly into the organization’s criminal empire. He was a man who wielded power, both in the courtroom and on the streets, and I knew all too well how dangerous that combination could be.

But that didn’t matter to me. Power was something I could match. In fact, I had a few secrets of my own that would take him down a few notches. He needed to understand, this wasn’t some reunion where he could toy with me. I was here on my terms, and I’d make sure he learned that before the conversation was over.

Harry's voice was light, almost jovial, as he strode toward us, his hand outstretched in what seemed like a rehearsed gesture of camaraderie.

Sebastien and I rose, exchanging a brief glance before we shook his hand. His grip was firm, his handshake hearty, as if we were long-lost friends. I didn’t return the enthusiasm.

“Cipher, it’s a pleasure to reconnect after all these years,” he said with a smile that stretched wider than necessary. “You’ve done quite good for yourself. Please, sit.”

Harry settled into the booth, his posture relaxed.

“Would you like something to eat, a drink, perhaps?” he asked, clearly trying to offer some semblance of hospitality.

I didn’t respond immediately. Something in the air felt off, out of sync. I wasn’t here for pleasantries.

“Obsidian,” I said, my tone sharpening, eyes narrowing. “Let me get right to why I’m here.”

His smile faltered for a split second as my words landed.

“Someone from the Syndicate is threatening to expose my ties to it,” I continued, my voice cold and controlled. “I don’t appreciate breaches of contract, Obsidian.”

I leaned forward just slightly, my gaze cutting through the distance between us. "And if you don’t tell the other key players to back off, I have a long list of criminal offenses and secrets that I’m more than willing to hand over to the Syndicate’s biggest rival."

Harry’s face froze, the smile slipping further away as my words sank in.

“I’ve found your hidden accounts, Obsidian, the ones you and the others thought were impenetrable. The international banks, the employees you've been using as your pawns—everything. I have the paper trail, the encrypted communications.”

Sebastien slid a copy of the documents across the table to Obsidian. Yet, Obsidian didn’t touch it, his gaze fixed intently on me.

“If word gets out, it’s not just local charges you’ll face. It’s a domino effect sweeping across multiple jurisdictions. You’ll be exposed—not only here but across borders. Interpol will have a field day.” I let that hang in the air, my gaze unwavering.

“And that’s just the beginning,” I added, keeping my voice even. “I’ve traced the money. The trails run deep through various governments, financial systems, and dirty deals. Expose them, and we’re talking about the collapse of entire economies, Obsidian. Countries in turmoil. Billions lost.”

I could see him shift, a small crack in his composure. The room suddenly felt colder, darker.

“Shall I continue?” I asked, my eyes locked on his. “Or is that enough to make you understand that I’m not here to play games?”

There was no more room for misunderstandings. Harry needed to understand exactly who he was dealing with. I wasn’t here for a negotiation. I was here to send a message.

Harry’s expression shifted, the friendly façade slipping away, replaced by a cold, dangerous stare. His lips twitched, not quite a smile, but a thin line of something darker. He leaned forward slightly, his eyes narrowing.

“I don’t appreciate your tone, Cipher,” Harry said, his voice now stripped of warmth, every word laced with quiet menace. “No matter how powerful or loaded you are now, you should know one thing, if you target us, you won’t even see us coming. Understand?” His gaze remained hard, drilling into me like a threat hanging in the air.

I stayed calm, not reacting to his hostility, but my mind raced. I had thought I’d come here to confront them, but instead, Harry was acting as though I was the one being unreasonable. His icy response was a curveball I hadn’t anticipated.

“You’ve got it wrong, Obsidian,” I said, keeping my voice steady despite the tension that had thickened the air. “I’m not the one playing games here, but I’ll end it all if I have to.”

He leaned back in the booth, folding his arms, and let out a low, mocking laugh that echoed off the walls. It was the kind of laugh that made it clear he thought I was out of my depth.

“You think you have what it takes to end the Syndicate?” he chuckled, his eyes glinting with amusement. “You think that you can play with us like this and walk away like nothing happened? Cipher, you have no idea what you're dealing with.” His voice dropped lower, taking on a tone that was both condescending and dangerous.

His laughter cut off abruptly, and his gaze turned icy as he leaned forward, eyes locking onto mine with a ferocity that made the air around us feel like it was charged with static.

“I’ve been a key player in this operation for years, years, and you think you can just waltz in and talk to me like this?” He shook his head slowly, still smiling that cold, dismissive smile. “You don’t know who you’re messing with. You think your family and your little empire can stand against the Syndicate?” He leaned in closer, lowering his voice. “Let me tell you something, Cipher. We don’t just have money. We have power, resources, connections that go deeper than you can even imagine. The people behind this organization—they own the streets, the governments, the systems that control your world. And you’re just a fly in the web.”

Harry stood then, brushing off his suit like he was preparing to move on from the conversation as though I were beneath him. His posture was a clear statement of superiority, as though the whole conversation had been a game to him.

“Now, let me make myself clear,” he continued, voice hardening with each word. “You’re out of your league, and I don’t think you want to find out just how deep we run. If you don’t back off, you’ll learn the hard way how dangerous it is to bite the hand that feeds. I’m done here. And I suggest you leave before you regret this little meeting.”

He turned his back to us, leaving the envelope on the table and moving toward the door. I felt the blood rush to my face. Something didn’t add up here. If they were the ones behind the threats, why was Obsidian acting as though I was the aggressor in this whole situation? Why was he acting like I had come to attack them?

I had come here with one goal—getting answers—but all I had was more questions. The conversation leaving me more confused than when I had entered.

If they were behind the threats… why didn’t he act like it?

I ran my fingers through my hair, a knot of frustration tightening in my chest. Something was wrong, but I couldn’t put my finger on it. Had someone else been playing both sides? Was this a power play I wasn’t seeing?

“Seb, let’s get out of here.”

Sebastien and I rose from the table, and together, we strode out of the café, retracing our steps through the narrow alleyway we had passed on our way in.

Outside, the brisk air hit us, clearing the staleness of the café from my lungs. Sebastien unlocked the car with a swift press of his key fob, and I slid into the passenger seat while he took the wheel.

The doors shut with a heavy thud, sealing us in. Seb’s hands gripped the wheel, his jaw tight as he glanced at me. “So? What’s the next move?”

“We go back to the drawing board,” I said, my voice flat. “Craig and the others need to dig deeper. There’s something here we’re missing. There has to be.”

I reached into my pocket, withdrawing my phone, the cold metal a stark contrast to the heat building inside me. The screen lit up with a cluster of missed calls. Donovan. Again and again. I hit redial, my jaw clenched as the line connected almost instantly.

“Donovan, what do you have for me?” I demanded, ready for the usual debrief.

His reply came tight and strained. “Mr. Quantum, Mrs. Quantum and Lucy have been abducted.”

For a second, the air seemed to leave the car. Then it hit me like a wrecking ball. My chest tightened, my vision narrowing as rage boiled over.

“FUCK!” I roared, slamming my fist into the dashboard with a force that made the entire car shudder.

Sebastien’s gaze snapped to me, his green eyes intense, his voice laced with tension. “What the hell happened, Dom?”

“They took Emily and Lucy,” I growled, the words barely escaping through clenched teeth. “Some bastard out there has my wife and daughter.”

Sebastien started the car, his knuckles tightened against the wheel. “Then we find them, Dom. And whoever’s behind this?” He exhaled, a grim smirk curling at the corner of his mouth. “They’ll wish they’d never been born.”

In that moment, there was no fear, no hesitation. Only vengeance, savage and unrestrained, as we prepared to unleash hell.


Chapter 22 - Emily

I woke with a jolt, pain shooting through my skull. The room was spinning, but I forced my eyes open. My wrists were raw from the ropes binding them, and the ache in my face told me they’d been generous with their hits. My cheek felt swollen, and the sting reminded me of how much they'd already tried to break me.

The last thing I remembered before passing out was them demanding information about Quantum Tech—the projects we’d worked on, the clients we’d dealt with, who had access to the most sensitive data. But I didn’t say a word.

I couldn’t.

No matter how many times they slapped me, how many threats they made, how close they came to breaking me, I refused. My silence was all I had left, and I would protect it with everything in me.

Now, here I was, disoriented and trembling, the cold floor beneath me seeping into my skin like ice. I couldn’t focus, everything felt foggy. I heard footsteps, and muffled voices nearby.

The door opened, and the man with the mask walked in, shoving a sack over my head before pulling me to my feet. I couldn’t see, couldn’t breathe properly as I was pushed down the hallway, stumbling, my legs too weak to hold me steady, but I bit my lip to keep from making a sound.

We stopped, and I heard a door creak open. The sack was yanked off, and the ropes were cut. I squinted against the harsh light, disoriented. Before I could even adjust, they pushed me into a room, and the door slammed shut behind me.

I banged my fists against the cold steel of the door, my heart hammering in my chest. “Let me out! LET ME OUT!” I screamed, desperate, panicked. The silence that followed felt like it was suffocating me.

Then, I heard it.

“Aunty Emily—” It was a voice I knew well, and my heart skipped a beat.

Lucy.

I turned toward the sound of her voice, and my heart nearly stopped in relief. My legs trembled as I rushed toward her, each step unsteady but desperate. And there she was—running toward me, her small frame crashing into my arms. I wrapped her close, holding her tightly as though letting go would somehow tear her away from me.

I pulled back just slightly, checking her over. Her face was clear—no bruises, no scratches. No sign of what I’d been through.

“Are you okay?” I whispered, my voice breaking despite my best efforts.

“I want to go home,” she sobbed, her tiny body shaking in my arms.

“I know, sweetheart. I’m sure Daddy is on his way, okay?”

God, I hope he’s on his way. My heart hammered in my chest, fear clawing at the back of my mind.

She nodded quickly, but the doubt in her eyes cut me deeper than any physical pain. I swallowed hard, trying to steady my breath, but the lump in my throat felt like a stone. “We’re going to be okay, alright? We have to be brave together, okay?”

But as I said the words, I couldn’t shake the fear creeping through me, like ice running through my veins. Will I ever see Dominic again? Will I ever see Kristi?

I held Lucy even tighter, trying to ignore the trembling in my arms.

The door suddenly creaked open, sending another wave of dread crashing into me. I pushed Lucy behind me, my heart hammering in my chest, and held my breath as the figure stepped into the room. Amber. She slammed the door shut behind her, a 10-inch knife gleaming in her hand.

Her eyes were wide, almost feral, unblinking, as if she were savoring the moment, feeding off my fear.

“Emily,” she cooed, her voice a chilling sing-song. “You’ve ruined everything, you know that?”

I swallowed hard, forcing myself to stand tall despite the overwhelming fear threatening to consume me. I had to keep her talking. Keep her distracted. I couldn’t let her get any closer. Not with that knife.

“What did I ruin?” I croaked, my voice betraying the brave face I was desperately trying to hold on to.

Amber’s lips twisted into a grin, cold and twisted. “You overheard Victor and I earlier. You know about the Syndicate, the emails. It’s a good thing one of the guards saw you sneaking out of the estate. I couldn’t let you run back to Dominic and ruin all the hard work I put in, could I?”

“If you’re the one behind the emails... then you’re also the one behind the accident outside the ice cream parlor?”

“Ding! Ding! Ding! She’s not as dumb as she looks,” Amber sneered, her eyes gleaming with wicked satisfaction. “You know, everyone knows Dominic married you out of revenge. He hates you, Emily. Even after the accident, I told him my next attempt on you I wouldn’t miss. But he refused to give in to my demands.”

She leaned in closer, her voice dripping with malice. “And the last email? The one where I threatened him, demanding a billion dollars or I’d kill you? I told him to transfer it to an offshore account. But guess what? He’s still dragging his feet—hasn’t sent a dime. It’s almost like he doesn’t care about keeping you safe, huh? He married you for revenge, Emily. You’re nothing more than a pawn.”

I found myself struggling to breathe, her words rattling in my mind like an insistent drumbeat.

Dominic really just married you for revenge. You’re nothing more than a pawn to him.

Why wouldn’t a billionaire want to pay to keep his wife safe?

He had the money. He could have transferred it. Why hadn’t he? Was he really that heartless? Or was it that I was just someone to keep his bed warm at night?

But there was one thing that kept nagging at me, one question I couldn’t shake, no matter how much I tried to push it away.

Would he come looking for me at all, if it hadn’t been for Lucy being here with me?

The thought struck like a dagger in my chest.

Amber’s expression darkened, and she took a step closer, her grip tightening on the knife. She bent down slightly, her eyes narrowing at Lucy. I took a step back, as Lucy whimpered behind me.

Amber’s laugh was low, cold and triumphant. “And now that I’ve got you, Lucy, well... trust me, darling, your daddy? He’ll do anything to save his precious little girl. And if that means draining every last penny out of him, I’ll make sure I get what I deserve.”

My heart pounded so loudly that I was sure she could hear it. What Dominic thinks or doesn’t think doesn’t matter. I had to think. I had to figure out a way to get us out of here, before this lunatic did something to harm me, or worse, Lucy.

“I don’t get it, Amber," I gasped, my voice trembling. “Why are you after Dominic’s money when Dad is also rich?”

Amber’s eyes narrowed her smile, a twisted mixture of bitterness and satisfaction. She stepped closer, like a marionette whose strings were pulled too tight, ready to snap and I took another step back.

“Oh, you think this is just about money?” She laughed, the sound hollow, almost manic. “No, no, no... this isn’t about money. It’s about power. I wanted Dominic, but a man like Dominic Quantum would’ve seen right through me. So, I turned to his best friend, Victor. This way, I’d have access to his wealth, and once Dominic’s out of the picture, his money would be mine, too. It’s all about strategy—killing two birds with one stone.”

I blinked, struggling to process what she’d just said. “So you married Dad because of his wealth? What about love?” I shot back, my voice trembling with disbelief.

Amber chuckled softly, as if lost in some painful memory. “You young people and your obsession with love,” she said, her tone dripping with disdain. “Love is for fools! I tried it once, and it left me broke, humiliated and drowning in debt, after he left me for a richer woman. After I pulled him off the street and cleaned him up. That’s the thanks I got. So now? I’ll marry for money, over and over again.”

“Amber, if it’s money you want, I’m sure if you let us go, Dominic will reward you. Please, you don’t need to do this.”

Amber tapped her chin thoughtfully, a sly grin forming. “You know, I think you’re right. If I let you go, he probably will reward me.”

The knife hand dropped to her side as she walked to the door and opened it. I exhaled a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding.

Then, without warning, Amber slammed the door shut with force, and her face twisted into a grotesque smile.

“Or... I could just get rid of you,” she sneered. “Since Dominic didn’t want to pay for you in the first place, why stop there? Instead of just Dominic, I can take all of his brother’s money, too. I mean, neither of them have wives or children… well, except for the one who’s dating Kristi now…”

My heart stuttered.

“But they’ll do anything to get their precious Lucy back.”

What the fuck?

Amber was beyond reasoning, her eyes blazing with cruel intent. My gaze darted frantically around the room. A chair. A shard of glass. Even the ropes they cut off earlier, anything could be a weapon. My heart pounded as I realized: if I didn’t act fast, Lucy and I wouldn’t make it out…alive.

Amber took a menacing step forward, her lips curling into a sinister smile. “Emily, it’s time to give Lucy to me.”

Lucy’s cries broke the air, sharp and heartbreaking.

I shielded her with my body, planting my feet firmly on the cold floor. “You’ll have to go through me before you get to her.”

Amber’s grin twisted into a snarl. “Tsk, tsk, tsk. Then through you, I will!”

She lunged, her knife glinting under the harsh light. Without thinking, I shoved Lucy to the side, her small frame skidding toward the corner as she screamed, “Aunty Emily!”

Amber collided with me, her wiry frame slamming into mine with surprising force. But this time, my size was an advantage. Grabbing her wrist, I wrestled to keep the knife at bay. Her wild shrieks echoed off the walls, the blade glinting inches from my face. My muscles burned, every fiber screaming in protest, but I held on.

Amber snarled, her weight shifting as she forced the knife closer. The sharp edge grazed my arm, and a searing pain shot through me. Gritting my teeth, I grabbed a handful of her hair and yanked, the motion sending her stumbling backward.

“Lucy! Get behind me now!” I shouted, my voice cracking with urgency.

Lucy obeyed, her small form darting to the corner.

“Keep moving, Lucy!” I demanded, my eyes never leaving Amber as she steadied herself, knife still in hand.

I couldn’t risk looking back, couldn’t afford a second of distraction as Amber charged toward me again, eyes blazing with fury.

“Lucy!” I called, desperation creeping into my voice. “Aunty needs to know you’re safe! Sing to me, baby—sing Daddy’s song. The bedtime one. Please!”

For a moment, there was silence, broken only by Amber’s heavy breathing and the sound of her footsteps pounding against the floor. Then, through the sobs, Lucy’s trembling voice rose:

"You are my sunshine, my only sunshine—”

Her singing was shaky, interspersed with sniffles, but it was enough. I knew exactly where she was, her fragile voice a lifeline in the storm.

Amber lunged again, the knife aimed for my chest. I sidestepped at the last second, gripping her wrist and twisting hard. She screamed in rage as the knife clattered to the floor, her momentum sending her crashing into the wall.

"You make me happy when skies are gray—”

Lucy’s tiny voice wavered, but she kept going, each word sparking a fresh surge of determination in me.

“Good girl,” I whispered under my breath, squaring up as Amber turned back to face me, her eyes dark with unrelenting fury.

Amber’s scream tore through the air as she charged, the knife flashing in her hand. I braced myself, but her momentum was too much. The blade sliced across my shoulder, fire blooming under my skin as I hit the floor hard, the impact knocking the breath from my lungs.

Before I could recover, she spun toward Lucy.

“No!” My voice was raw, a guttural cry fueled by sheer instinct.

Ignoring the pain, I launched myself at her, tackling her to the ground. We hit the floor with a thud, her body thrashing beneath mine like a wild animal. She kicked, clawed, screamed, the knife flailing dangerously close to my face. I wrestled for control, my arms trembling as I pinned hers down.

“Lucy,” I cried, my voice strained, “Keep singing, baby.”

Amber’s strength was terrifying. My limbs were heavy, my vision blurring at the edges as exhaustion set in. She bucked beneath me, the knife slipping from her grasp but still within reach. Every muscle in my body screamed, my will the only thing keeping me from collapsing entirely.

I closed my eyes for a split second, a silent prayer on my lips.

Please. Someone. Anyone.


Chapter 23 - Dominic

As the helicopter soared into the darkening sky, the hum of the engines almost drowned out my thoughts, but not the constant ache in my chest. Seb sat across from me, his eyes scanning the horizon. It was the quiet before the storm, but I could feel it building, pressing in on me from all sides.

I stared out of the window, watching the city shrink beneath us, a blur of lights and shadows. My mind wandered back to earlier, the conversation with Seb in the car on the way to the heliport.

“It doesn’t add up,” I muttered, almost to myself. “The Syndicate wouldn’t have taken Emily and Lucy while I was in the middle of a meeting with them. Too risky. Too sloppy. It doesn’t make sense.”

Seb’s gaze flickered to me briefly, then back to the road. “I agree. But the emails, Dom. Who else knew you were a part of the Syndicate besides them? Who else could’ve been sending you those threats?”

The answer hit me like a sledgehammer.

“It’s Victor,” I spat, “It has to be.”

Seb didn’t respond right away, his grip on the wheel tightening, eyes still locked on the road. His voice was low, controlled, as he considered my words. “Victor? But why?”

I clenched my fists so tightly I could feel my nails biting into my palm. My head was spinning as the pieces began to fall into place. “I don’t know... because if he exposes me, he’d risk losing everything, too. But it makes sense, Seb. It all makes sense.”

Seb’s jaw clenched, his eyes narrowing. “So then I was right, Victor allowed Emily to marry you because he was using her as a pawn.”

The rage inside me exploded. I slammed my fist against the dashboard, my heart pounding in my chest as the words tore from me like a primal scream.

“But who the fuck uses their own daughter like that?!” I snarled, my voice hoarse with fury. “Who not only sends emails threatening their child but almost runs them over with a car, then abducts them, leaving a trail of bodies in its wake?!”

My breath was ragged, my chest heaving with the weight of it all. I couldn’t process the betrayal. A father. A father who would do this to his own flesh and blood. It didn’t just make my blood boil—it made me sick to my core.

I couldn’t even bring myself to say the bastard’s name without my skin crawling.

“I swear to God, Seb,” I continued, my voice shaking with anger, “when I get my hands on him...”

Seb’s phone rang, cutting me off. During one of the many calls made right after we found out the girls had been abducted, Seb had instructed one of his guys to track Lucy’s pendant. They had a location.

The butterfly pendant Lucy had worn every day, a gift from him to her. It wasn’t just a piece of jewelry; it was a promise to always be with her, no matter where she went.

“I gave her that necklace after you married Emily, Dom. We both know the marriage wasn’t conventional. I needed to know Lucy was safe, just in case... in case things went sideways with Victor.”

It had taken me a moment to process it, but once I did, I understood. Seb had always been the practical one. The one who thought ahead, especially when it came to family.

I could only nod, the lump in my throat making it hard to speak. Seb had done it not just as a protector but as an uncle, someone who would do anything to keep Lucy safe. His loyalty wasn’t just to me—it was to her, too.

“Thanks, Seb,” I had managed to say. “I didn’t even know... but I’m grateful you thought ahead.”

Seb’s voice cut through my thoughts, bringing me back to the present. “We’re almost there, Dom. We’re not far.”

I nodded, my jaw clenching.

But even as I tried to focus on the present, my mind wandered back to my confession in the car.

“You know, Seb, the only reason I married Emily was to get back at Victor,” I had muttered once, the words leaving my mouth before I could stop them. “I was pissed off that Victor betrayed me, our trust, after everything we’d been together. I thought the only way to make him feel what I had felt was to take the one thing he cherished.”

“I thought if I took Emily away, he’d crumble. He’d break, Seb. That he’d feel the pain I’ve felt. I thought that was the only way to hit him where it hurt.”

A flash of rage seared through me. “Instead, that bastard just... turned the tables. He turned it all around. He let Emily marry me, sure, but only because he was planning something worse. Something I never saw coming. He’s a monster. What kind of father does that?”

“And to someone like Emily...” My voice faltered, but I couldn’t stop it. “...who couldn’t be more magical if she tried. She’s everything good in this world. Beautiful. Kind. Caring. She’s the kind of person who lights up every room she walks into, who sees the best in people even when they don't deserve it. She’s got a heart that doesn’t quit, Seb.” I clenched my jaw, fighting to keep my emotions in check. Emily didn’t deserve any of this, not from me and not from Victor.

Silence had settled between us, but then Seb had asked something that made me stop in my tracks.

“Dom... are you in love with Emily?”

A question that I was afraid to answer. But there was no denying it. I couldn’t lie. Not anymore. I had to face the truth.

“Yeah,” I had finally said, the words coming out strained, raw. “I love her, Seb. I love her more than I’ve ever loved any other woman.”

I returned to myself with Seb’s voice cutting through the tension in the helicopter.

“Dom, we’re here.”

Black SUVs screeched to a halt outside, and men rushed around the building, securing it. Others bolted inside, and the sharp crack of gunfire echoed in the distance.

Seb reached down to his boot, pulling out a gun. “I’ve got your back. You’ll need both hands free to hold your girls when we get inside.”

The helicopter jerked to a stop, and without hesitation, I was out the door. We sprinted toward the building, adrenaline coursing through me, ready to face whatever awaited us on the other side.

The moment we burst into the building, it felt like the world slowed down. Seb was by my side, his eyes scanning every corner as we kicked open doors, hunting for Emily and Lucy. My heart pounded in my chest, adrenaline rushing through my veins. Every second felt like an eternity.

Then, I heard it. The sound of struggle behind one of the doors. Without thinking, I yanked it open.

There she was. Emily, fighting with Amber, who was holding a knife in her hand, poised to strike. My blood ran cold, but before I could move, Seb was already beside me. The sharp crack of his gun rang through the air, and Amber cried out in pain as the bullet tore through her shoulder. She dropped the knife with a scream, clutching her arm.

“Found the girls!” Seb called into his headset. He was already moving, dragging Amber out of the room. “We need a paramedic in here now for Mrs. Quantum.”

Without wasting another second, I bolted forward. My heart broke as I pulled them into my arms. Emily’s eyes met mine, wide with a mixture of fear and relief. She collapsed into my arms, and I sank to the ground with her, my heart pounding. I could feel her shaking against me, her breath coming in ragged gasps. Her eyes fluttered open and closed, struggling to stay focused, but the moment she saw me, there was a flicker of recognition, a soft, broken smile on her swollen lips.

“Dom...” she whispered, her voice trembling as she clung to me.

“Shh, you're safe now,” I murmured, cradling her in my arms. I couldn’t stop the tears that threatened to spill. She was here, in my arms, alive.

I tightened my grip around them both.

“You’re safe,” I repeated, trying to soothe her. Though the fear was still fresh in my bones.

Her hands trembled against my chest, and I could feel her trying to stay strong, but the exhaustion from everything—everything she had endured—was too much. Her eyelids fluttered closed again, her body sinking into the comfort of my arms.

“Don’t fall asleep,” I said softly, my voice tight with worry. “Stay with me, Emily.”

But she was already slipping, her breathing growing shallow, and I knew we had to get her out of here, now. “I’ve got you,” I whispered, kissing the top of her head, hoping it would anchor her, keep her here with me.

I wasn’t about to lose her—not now, not ever.

My hands shook as I stroked Emily's hair, whispering reassurances that I wasn’t going anywhere. That I’d never let anything happen to her or Lucy again.

Emily’s arms were bruised, slashed with cuts from Amber’s knife, and her face was swollen, battered. Each mark I traced over with my trembling fingers felt like a stab to my chest, my stomach churning with guilt and rage.

“Aunty Emily will be okay, right?” Lucy’s small voice broke through the haze, her wide, tear-filled eyes looking up at me. She clutched my hand tightly, her tiny fingers trembling.

I forced myself to smile, though my throat felt like it was closing. “Yes, sweetheart. She’s going to be okay,” I said, my voice as steady as I could manage. “She’s so strong, Lucy. Just like you.”

Lucy sniffled, her lip quivering as she nodded. She leaned closer to Emily, her small hand brushing against Emily’s. “I love you, Aunty Emily,” she whispered.

The paramedics arrived soon after, their voices brisk but professional as they assessed the scene. I didn’t let go of Emily, even as they worked around me, checking her vitals and stabilizing her. She clung to me, her body trembling against mine, her breathing uneven.

When they brought the stretcher, I lifted her gently, my arms refusing to let her go until it was absolutely necessary. Lucy climbed in beside her, her little hands gripping Emily’s arm protectively.

As we were loaded into the ambulance, I sat beside them, holding Emily’s hand in one of mine and Lucy’s in the other. Emily’s head rested against my shoulder, and Lucy leaned into my side, seeking the comfort I was barely managing to provide.

The sirens wailed as we sped toward the hospital, and I kept my focus on them both, refusing to let my mind spiral into the what-ifs. They were here. They were alive. And I would do everything in my power to keep them safe.

“Just hang on, Emily,” I whispered, brushing a strand of hair from her face. “We’re almost there. I’ve got you. Both of you.”

At the hospital, they took Emily. Letting go of her was the hardest thing I’d ever done. Every instinct screamed at me to hold her tighter, to never let her out of my sight again. But I had to trust the doctors as they rushed her away.

I stayed behind, pacing the waiting room with Lucy. Every second felt like an eternity. One by one, my brothers waltzed in, their presence steadying me just enough to keep it together. Leo sat nearby, cradling Lucy in his arms, her small frame leaning against him as she dozed fitfully.

It felt like hours before the doctor finally returned. His expression was serious, but I caught a glimmer of relief in his eyes. My heart raced as I braced for whatever news he carried.

“Mr. Quantum,” he began, his tone steady, “your wife is going to be fine. The injuries are superficial—bruises and cuts mostly. She’s just completely exhausted from the ordeal, so she’ll need plenty of rest.”

He paused for a moment, offering a small smile. “As for the baby... it wasn’t hurt. Everything looks perfectly fine.”

My brothers and I glanced around at each other.

“Doc, did you say baby?” I asked.

The doctor nodded, his smile widening slightly. “I did. Your wife is two weeks pregnant. This is the first trimester, which is also the riskiest. She’ll need plenty of rest and as little stress as possible to ensure everything progresses smoothly.”

My jaw dropped, and I glanced around at my brothers, who all wore varying expressions of shock, amusement, and disbelief. A baby. Emily was carrying our child.


Chapter 24 - Emily

My eyes fluttered open, the faint beeping of machines drawing me from the haze of sleep. I blinked a few times, adjusting to the sterile brightness of the room. The scent of antiseptic was unmistakable. A hospital.

Tiny arms were wrapped tightly around me. I glanced down to see Lucy nestled against my side, her little face peaceful, her breaths soft and even. My chest ached, but this time it wasn’t from pain, it was the kind of ache that came from overwhelming gratitude.

I looked around the room. Bouquets of flowers were scattered everywhere, their vivid colors a stark contrast to the dull whites and grays of the hospital walls. Balloons floated near the ceiling, cheerful “Get Well Soon” messages mingled with a few that said, “Congratulations!” My brow furrowed.

Congratulations? For what? Escaping Amber alive? I let out a dry chuckle, thinking one of Dominic’s brothers might’ve decided to add a bit of their usual humor to lighten the mood.

Still, I couldn’t stop the relief that swelled in my chest. We’d made it. Lucy was safe. I was safe. And Dominic…he’d come for me…for us.

My gaze shifted to the chair beside the bed, and my breath caught. There he was, his frame far too large for the cramped hospital chair, his head tilted awkwardly as he slept. His dark hair was tousled, sticking up in every direction, and the faintest shadow of stubble lined his jaw. Even in that uncomfortable position, he looked like a guardian, my guardian.

As if sensing my eyes on him, he stirred. His lids fluttered open, and when his gaze met mine, warmth flooded his expression. Without a word, he moved closer, his hand brushing my cheek as he leaned down and kissed me softly.

“Emily,” he murmured, his voice low and filled with concern. “How are you feeling?”

I smiled faintly. “Better,” I said, my voice soft but steady. “Thanks to you, and everyone else.”

Dominic’s hand found mine, his thumb brushing over my knuckles in slow circles. “I don’t know what I’d do without you, Emily,” he murmured, his voice thick with emotion. “After everything Lucy told us… You’re our hero. You saved her. You saved yourself. And you don’t have to worry about Amber ever again. She’s going to spend the rest of her life in a cell.”

Relief washed over me like a wave. The weight I’d carried for so long felt lighter, though not completely gone. “And my dad?” I asked hesitantly, my voice barely above a whisper.

Dominic’s expression softened further. “He’s in police custody. They’re still investigating everything, but you don’t have to worry about him. Right now, all you need to focus on is resting and getting better.”

But then my heart skipped a beat, and tears began to blur my vision. “What about Alec? Is he okay?”

Dominic sighed softly, brushing his thumb over my knuckles. “The bullet didn’t hit any vital organs. He’s going to be okay.”

Relief washed over me, but the moment was brief.

“And the men?” I asked hesitantly.

His expression darkened. “We lost two.”

My heart ached for the lives lost. I swallowed hard, blinking back tears. “I want to meet their families,” I said firmly. “I want to thank them for their service.”

Dominic’s lips parted, his eyes softening as he stared at me. “Even here, in a hospital bed, you’re thinking of others,” he murmured, his voice thick with emotion. “You amaze me, Emily.”

His words made my cheeks flush, but there was something I needed to say. “Dominic—” I hesitated, my voice trembling. “I—I know about your past.”

He stiffened slightly, then sighed, his hand tightening around mine. “When we get home,” he said gently, his voice heavy with unspoken promises, “I’ll tell you everything. You deserve to know.”

I nodded slowly, letting the tension in my body ease. Dominic reached over to the nightstand and picked up a colorful drawing. “Lucy wanted you to have this,” he said, handing it to me.

Four stick figures stood side by side, each labeled in Lucy’s scrawled handwriting. Dominic leaned over, pointing. “This is me,” he said, chuckling as he gestured to a tall figure with feet twice the size of its body.

I laughed, the sound surprising even me. “Why are your feet so big?”

He grinned mischievously, leaning closer to whisper in my ear, “You know what they say about men with big feet—”

My cheeks burned instantly, and I swatted at him playfully, trying to hide my blush. He laughed softly, pressing a quick kiss to my temple.

My eyes moved to the next figure, a smaller one with wild hair that stuck out in every direction. “This is me?” I asked, laughing again. “I love the hairstyle Lucy gave me. I’m rocking it.”

Dominic nodded, his smile widening. “Definitely,” he said, his voice warm.

Then I saw Lucy, clearly marked with a tiara. “And here’s our little princess,” I said, grinning at the crown perched on her head in the drawing.

But my gaze stopped on the last figure. It was much smaller, almost hidden, and I tilted my head in confusion. “Who’s this?”

Dominic’s smile turned softer, almost shy. “That’s Lucy’s sibling,” he said. “We don’t know if it’s a boy or a girl yet, but I guess we’ll find out in a few months.”

I froze, the words taking a moment to register. My eyes darted from the picture to Dominic, then back to the paper. “I-I’m pregnant?” I stammered, my voice barely audible.

Dominic nodded, his hand tightening around mine. “Yes,” he said gently. “And you’re going to be an amazing mom.”

Tears welled in my eyes, and I couldn’t hold them back. Dominic leaned in, his lips brushing mine in a kiss that was as sweet as it was reassuring.

When we pulled apart, I looked down at Lucy, still fast asleep beside me. Gently, I stroked her hair, my heart swelling in a way I hadn’t thought possible.

Is this my life now? I wondered, glancing between Dominic and Lucy. A wife, a mother… It was overwhelming but in the best way.

A knock sounded at the door, and Dominic’s brothers burst in, their arms overflowing with more flowers and balloons. Behind them was Mrs. Kensington, her warm smile a welcome sight.

“To the lady of the moment,” Axel said, leaning in to give me a kiss on the cheek, followed by hugs and gentle kisses from the other men, careful not to wake Lucy.

“You’re turning this room into a florist’s shop,” I teased, my lips twitching into a smile. “Please tell me at least one of you brought chocolate.”

Vincent smirked, pulling a box of chocolates from behind his back. “You think we’d forget?”

Mrs. Kensington stepped forward and hugged me tightly. “Mrs. Quantum, I’m so glad you’re okay. I don’t know what we would’ve done if we lost you.”

Tears pricked my eyes as I returned her embrace. “I don’t know what I’d do if I lost any of you.”

Lucy stirred beside me, her eyes fluttering open. She looked up at me with a sleepy smile. “Aunty Emily, you’re awake!” she squealed, squeezing me tightly. “The doctors made you all better!”

I laughed softly, stroking her hair. “You were right, Lucy. Everything’s okay now.”

For the next few hours, laughter and light filled the room. Dominic’s brothers shared stories, Mrs. Kensington doted on Lucy, and Dominic never let go of my hand. As I looked around at the people who had become my family, my heart swelled.

Real love surrounded me and for the first time in years, I felt whole.

Two days later, I was finally discharged and able to go home. Lucy hadn’t left my side since the whole Amber situation. Even at the hospital, she threw a massive tantrum when they tried to get her to leave for a shower. The doctor explained that children have their own ways of processing trauma, and we needed to give her time and seek professional help. Dominic stayed with us at the hospital, but once we got home, I noticed Lucy beginning to pull away. By the second night, she wanted to sleep in her own bed, so Dominic went to read her a bedtime story and tuck her in. When he finally returned, he climbed into bed next to me, and I snuggled into him.

Slowly, Dominic turned towards me, his hand gently brushing mine. The warmth of his touch sent a ripple through me. His eyes searched mine, and without saying a word, we both knew it was time.

“Emily,” he starts, his voice low, “I never wanted any of this to happen. I never wanted you to be in danger, or Lucy... I would’ve given anything to keep you both safe from all of this.”

Dominic went on to explain how difficult it had been for him and his brothers after their parents died, and how, him just coming out of college, they were already drowning in debt. He couldn’t stand to watch his brothers suffer, so he arranged a meeting with the Syndicate, securing capital to start his business. After a five-year deal, he finally managed to cut ties with them.

Dominic’s voice dropped even lower. “So, when the emails started, I had no idea why. I thought maybe they were trying to blackmail me into rejoining the Syndicate. After all, I wasn’t the same naive twenty-year-old anymore. But I never, not in my wildest dreams, thought Victor would allow Amber to drag him into this mess.”

I let his words sink in before responding. “You know, you were Amber’s original mark, and then she decided to switch sides to sweeten her deal.” Dominic's expression shifted, clearly shocked.

I continued, recounting everything Amber had said in that room, explaining that for her, it was all about power, grabbing as much of it as she could.

“You know, I sort of understand Amber and her quest after that feeling of betrayal,” he admitted, a distant expression clouding his features. “When Victor cut me out from the billion-dollar contract with Kingsley after I had worked on it for two years... it hurt. More than I ever cared to admit.”

Dominic’s jaw clenched as he exhaled slowly, a deep sigh escaping his lips. His gaze flickered back to me. He reached for my hand, his touch trembling ever so slightly. “So, when I saw your application on my desk, I hired you. And over time, I knew the ultimate revenge would’ve been to make you mine.” His voice grew softer, regret lacing his every word. “I couldn’t let other people think that what Victor had done was acceptable. I needed to be in control.”

I had suspected it, but hearing it from his lips twisted the knife deeper than I could have prepared for.

I couldn’t stay so close to him, not now. My feet carried me across the room, my heart hammered in my chest as I fought to keep it together, to stay composed, but the floodgates were already opening.

“I had my suspicions that the marriage was for revenge,” I said, my voice shaking. “And the fact that Dad encouraged me to take the job then denied having the fifty million, leaving me no option, meant he had his own plans.”

I was getting louder now, the words spilling from me in waves of anger, frustration, and hurt.

“Did you know that Dad was questioning me about your company and the projects we’ve been working on? Did you know that when Amber captured me, they tried to beat information out of me?” My voice cracked, my chest tight with the memories, the sheer agony of it all. “The little revenge pawn could’ve squealed, but she didn’t!”

The pain of everything I had been through, everything I had endured under the hands of my father, Amber and Dominic, for the sake of revenge and power, made it hard to breathe.

“Emily, I’m so sorry,” Dominic whispered, his voice barely above a whisper as he stood and stepped toward me. His hand reached out as though he wanted to pull me close, but my body jerked back instinctively.

I turned toward him, my voice trembling, soft and broken, “Amber was right, love is for fools.”

Tears streamed down my face, burning my skin as they fell. I turned away from him, and ran to the bathroom, slamming the door behind me. My sobs came in waves, uncontrollable and gut-wrenching. Everything hurt so much and I couldn’t stop it.

I heard a knock followed by Dominic’s voice, desperate and raw, muffled through the thick bathroom door.

“Emily, please, let me in. I’m sorry for everything. It may have started out that way, but now it’s different. Emily, I love you... Please, baby, I need you.”

I froze. He loves me? The thought was almost impossible to process. My heart ached with the idea, a part that wanted to believe him, but it was so hard, too hard.

I heard another knock. “Emily... Please, let me in.”

The silence between his knocks seemed to stretch on forever.

“Emily, if you don’t open the door, I’ll break it down.”

But then, I heard it. The sound of his body ramming against the door, desperate, frantic, his shoulder slamming into the wood.

I didn’t move. I didn’t speak. My heartbeat was the only sound in the room, pounding in my ears as I stood there, frozen, trembling with uncertainty.

And then the door splintered, a sharp crack slicing through the air as Dominic’s weight forced it open. I stopped breathing as I turned to see him standing there, his face etched with pain, his eyes wild with emotion.

“Emily,” he gasped, his voice barely a whisper. He took a step forward, then another.

He reached me, his hands gentle on my face as he wiped away the tears I hadn’t even realized were still falling.

“I’m sorry,” he said again, his voice cracking. “I know I don’t deserve your forgiveness, but I’ll spend the rest of my life making it up to you. I’ll never hurt you again, Emily. I swear to you.”

His hands cupped my face as he looked into my eyes, pleading, “I love you. I love you more than I’ve ever loved anyone. Please, don’t shut me out. Please don’t walk away from us.”

I could see the pain in his eyes, but also the hope, the desperate need for something, for me. And in that moment, I felt the same desperation, the same need to believe him, to believe in us.

“I love you too,” I whispered, my voice barely audible, but the words felt like the only thing that mattered in that moment. “But you have to show me. You have to prove it, Dominic. I need to know you’ll fight for me. For us.”

He pulled me closer, his lips brushing against my forehead, his breath warm against my skin. “I will,” he whispered. “I’ll fight for you, Emily. I’ll fight for us. I swear it.”

When his lips met mine, it was like a current surged through me, reigniting something I hadn’t realized I’d been yearning for. His touch wasn’t just physical—it spoke of longing, of love, and the unspoken vow of everything he hoped to share with me in the future.

As his hands caressed my skin, warmth blossomed inside me, pooling between my thighs. His arms encircled my waist, pulling me closer, his lips pressing a trail of kisses along my neck that sent shivers down my spine.

How did I ever live without this? Without him?

Dominic lifted me effortlessly onto the bathroom counter, his movements confident yet gentle. My legs wrapped instinctively around his waist, anchoring us together as his hands undid the buttons of my pajama top. My bra followed, falling to the floor in a careless heap by his feet. I barely noticed, it was all background noise compared to the symphony of sensations he was orchestrating.

His mouth found its way to my breasts, rolling one nipple between his fingers, then the other. I arched into him, my fingers tangling in his hair as if holding on to steady myself. My head tipped back, a soft moan escaping my lips as warmth surged through me. My body responded to him as though it had been waiting for this moment all along.

God, I’ve missed him. Missed this.

His hand slipped under the waistband of my pants, finding the heat between my thighs. He growled low in his throat, the sound sending another thrill through me, as his fingers slid over my folds before pressing inside, one at first, then another. The sensation had me clutching his shoulders, my breath hitching as he moved, his fingers coaxing moans from me with every stroke.

“Dominic,” I whimpered, barely recognizing my own voice.

He caught my mouth in a kiss, hard and insistent. Then, as if reading my mind, he whispered, “Let’s take this to the bed.”

In one fluid motion, he lifted me, carrying me to the bed as though I weighed nothing. The rest of our clothes were gone in moments, forgotten as he settled between my legs, his warmth covering me completely.

When he slid into me, the world seemed to stop, the connection between us electric. Our kisses grew hungrier, each stroke building us higher. I wrapped my legs tighter around him, my body silently begging for more.

“Deeper,” I gasped. “Harder.”

Dominic caught my wrists, pinning them above my head with one hand. His voice was low and teasing as he murmured in my ear, “If I go any deeper, Mrs. Quantum, I might hurt you and the baby.”

I rolled my eyes, a smile tugging at my lips despite myself. “Fine. But you owe me.”

His grin was wicked. “Anything you say.”

We moved together, the rhythm of our bodies perfect, until the tension in me snapped, pleasure washing over me in waves. Dominic followed moments later, his groan of release muffled against my neck.

For a while, we stayed like that, our breaths mingling as we came down from the high. He kissed me softly, his lips full of love, before easing himself out and pulling me into his arms.

As I curled against his chest, his heartbeat a soothing rhythm beneath my cheek, I thought of everything we had to look forward to. This is it. My forever.

With that thought, I drifted off to sleep, wrapped in the warmth of the man I loved.


Epilogue - Emily

The sun hung lazily in the clear blue sky, casting a warm glow over the sprawling backyard. With a drink in his hand, Sebastien chatted with Leo as he manned the grill, the tantalizing aroma of grilled burgers drifting through the air, mingling with the soft laughter of family. By the pool, Lucy ran barefoot, her curls bouncing as she chased shimmering bubbles from the bubble machine Nathaniel had set up earlier, her giggles the sweetest sound.

I stood, cradling three-month-old Lillian against my chest. Her tiny hands clutched at my blouse, her warm breath a steady reminder of how precious life could be. Dominic’s arms rested around my waist, his presence warm and welcoming as we watched Vincent and Axel locked in a spirited volleyball match in the pool, their laughter and splashes carrying across the yard like music.

Just then, Kristi breezed in, on Ethan’s arm. Ethan and Kristi actually met the day she picked me up from Seb’s restaurant and they’ve been inseparable since. I couldn’t help but smile. I’d never seen her so happy.

It’s funny how she used to be the one telling me that commitment wasn’t for her, but here she was glowing in it. I was genuinely happy for her, that love had come into her life when she least expected it.

And then it hit me, we both had found it when we’d stopped looking for it. I guess love really does have a way of finding you when you least expect it.

“Sorry, we’re late!” Kristi called out, her voice melodic and confident, with just the right touch of sass. She kissed Ethan briefly before making her way toward Dominic and me, her eyes twinkling mischievously. Ethan gave us a nod and made his way over to Nate and Alec, who were lounging by the pool chairs.

Kristi leaned down, scooping Lillian from my arms. “Give me this sweet girl. You two have hogged her long enough.”

Lucy bounded up to Kristi, her face lighting up. “Hi, Kristi! I missed you!”

“Hi, Lucy! I missed you too,” Kristi said, her voice warm. “I think Lillian’s old enough to take her under our wing. What do you think? Imagine her being as sassy as us!”

Lucy giggled, nodding eagerly. “Yes! She’ll be just like us!”

“Atta girl,” Kristi said with a wink, making Lucy giggle even harder.

Dominic called out to Ethan, “Come get your girl. She’s over here plotting to change my girls into her.”

Ethan laughed from across the yard, “I don’t see the downside of that!”

Mrs. Kensington bustled out with a tray of fresh lemonade, setting it down on the table alongside the other drinks before making her way over to where Kristi and Lucy were fawning over Lillian.

When the burgers were finally ready, everyone gathered around the table, chatting and enjoying the meal. Dominic helped Lucy pile her plate with food, while Kristi and Ethan took turns feeding Lillian so I could eat.

Just as we were getting into the swing of things, Seb's phone rang. He excused himself, stepping away for a moment. When he returned, he looked flustered, running a hand through his hair. “Remind me never to promote anyone under the age of thirty to manager,” he said with a sigh. “I've got another mess to clean up at the club. Some genius thought it would be a good idea to triple-book the VIP lounge.”

Kristi raised an eyebrow, clearly enjoying herself. “Are you saying people under thirty aren’t manager material?”

Seb shot her a look but smiled. “What I’m saying is that particular individual isn’t manager material.”

Kristi’s lips curled into a playful smile. “Just checking.”

Ethan chuckled, “Babe, really?”

Kristi pecked him on his lips, “Yes, really. Everyone under thirty aren’t irresponsible I just needed the older folks around this table to know that.”

Dominic cleared his throat as a he smiled, “Older folks, huh.”

I nudged Dominic with my elbow, and he laughed. “What? I’m just making sure that with my old age and all that I’m hearing correctly.” Kristi giggle and I rolled my eyes playfully at Dominic.

Just as Seb was about to take a seat, his phone rang again. He sighed, answering it quickly. His face went pale as he listened, and when he hung up, he ran a hand through his hair, his jaw tightening with irritation.

“What’s wrong?” Kristi asked, noticing the change in his demeanor.

Seb sat down and leaned in slightly, lowering his voice so Lucy wouldn’t hear.

“That was Tony, one of the bouncers. A guy from the old neighborhood showed up earlier. Gave him an ultimatum: pay a protection fee, or they’ll trash the club. Said it’s 'business,' but I’m not having it.”

Kristi's eyes narrowed. “A protection fee? That’s extortion.”

Seb chuckled darkly, his tone rough. “I know. But the guy thought I’d be scared, figured I’d bend to the pressure. I told him no. Flat out. But now Tony just told me they're planning to come back, and this time, they want their money.”

Dominic raised an eyebrow. “What are you going to do?”

Seb’s eyes hardened. “Handle it. They want to think they can push me around, but they don’t know who they’re dealing with. I’ve been in this game too long. If they come back, they’ll be the ones learning the lesson.”

Kristi looked at him, concern in her gaze. “You sure you’ve got it under control?”

Seb smirked, his voice low and confident. “Trust me. I’ve handled worse. If they think they’re going to scare me into paying for their ‘protection,’ they’ve got another thing coming. I’ll make sure they know this club—my business—ain’t something they can mess with.” Ethan gave him a knowing look. “Just don’t do anything too reckless. You’ve got people who’ll back you up.”

Seb glanced at her, his gaze steady and unshaken. “I'm not worried about that. But I appreciate it. I'll take care of this.”

As the afternoon wore on, and Lillian finally fell asleep, I carried her inside and laid her gently in the bassinet. I left the door open so I could still hear the laughter from the pool. My phone rang, and seeing Dad’s name on the screen, I cut the call.

“Still haven’t forgiven him?” Dominic asked as he sank into the seat beside me and pulled me close to him.

“I have, but I can’t bring myself to be around him, you know? How could he use his own child like that?”

I glanced down at Lillian, and my heart ached. I couldn’t imagine ever putting her in a situation that would hurt her. After the investigations, Amber had confessed that Dad knew nothing about the man she’d hired to scare us at the ice cream parlor or about the abduction. It was a relief, in a way, but the damage was done. The trust was shattered.

“It’s okay, baby. Just take your time,” Dominic said softly, his hand gently resting on mine.

I honestly didn’t know if I’d ever want to be around my father again, or have Lillian in his presence. It hurt too much to think about. And it saddened me that Lillian and my father would never share that bond, a bond I had always taken for granted. I didn’t know how to fix it, or even if it was fixable.

But in that quiet moment, as Dominic sat beside me, his presence was a balm. It reminded me that, even in the face of such hurt, there was still love, still joy.

“Dominic, have I told you that you're a great father and husband?” I trailed his jawline.

“Not today,” he smiled capturing my hand in his.

“Well, you are. And I appreciate you. I love you.”

I planted a kiss on his lips, and he kissed me softly in return. I tangled my fingers in his hair and pressed myself against him, our kiss deepening. But then he pulled away, his lips curling into a mischievous grin.

“Mrs. Quantum, if you're not careful, we might just end up with three kids.”

My eyes twinkled mischievously. “Is that a challenge, Mr. Quantum?”

Dominic growled, “Tonight, challenge accepted.”

*****

THE END
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