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I watched from the kitchen window as Arthur’s car disappeared down the driveway, the hum of the engine fading into the distance. The house fell silent, just the way I liked it when I was alone. My mornings followed a predictable routine: cleaning up after breakfast, tidying the kitchen, and enjoying a few stolen moments of peace before the day’s monotony inevitably took over.

The sun streamed through the window, casting golden streaks across the countertops as I worked. I scrubbed the last of the dishes, savoring the brief tranquility. My hands moved on autopilot, wiping, rinsing, and stacking, while my thoughts wandered—a daydream of something different, something exciting. It wasn’t that I hated my life; it was comfortable, stable. But the yearning for more, for something beyond this dull rhythm, simmered beneath the surface.

As I rinsed a plate and set it on the drying rack, a faint creak interrupted my thoughts. The sound came from somewhere deeper in the house, sharp and distinct against the quiet. I paused, gripping the edge of the counter, my ears straining.

“Arthur?” I called out, my voice breaking the silence. Maybe he’d forgotten something and come back. That wouldn’t be unusual. He often left his briefcase or phone behind in his rush to the office. But no answer came. Just the faint hum of the refrigerator and the ticking clock on the wall.

I wiped my hands on a dish towel, my pulse quickening. The sound came again, this time closer. A creak, deliberate and heavy, as though someone was testing the floorboards. My chest tightened.

“Arthur, are you back?” I called again, louder, hoping to hear his familiar voice reassure me. But the stillness that followed was oppressive, thick as fog. It felt as though the air in the room had shifted, pressing against me with an invisible weight. 

I glanced toward the hallway, the shadows stretching long and unfamiliar. My heart thudded against my ribs as I forced myself to move, each step hesitant, my bare feet soundless against the cool tile. I reached the doorway and peeked out, my eyes scanning the dimly lit corridor. Nothing. The house appeared empty, just as it had been moments ago.

I turned back toward the kitchen, exhaling a shaky breath. Perhaps it was just the old house settling, I told myself. Or maybe I had imagined it altogether.

That’s when I felt it. A presence. Close. Too close.

Before I could react, a deep, low voice growled in my ear, its warmth brushing against my neck like a caress. “Did you miss me, baby?”

The words sent a jolt through my entire body, my breath hitching as I froze in place. My fingers clenched the edge of the counter, my mind racing to make sense of what was happening. The voice was unmistakable, deep and familiar, carrying a mix of menace and desire that sent a shiver cascading down my spine.

Slowly, I turned my head, my heart hammering so loud I could hear it in my ears. And there he was, towering behind me, his dark eyes locking onto mine with an intensity that made my knees weak.

Ty. Tyrell.

Eight years hadn’t dulled the sharpness of his gaze or the commanding presence that seemed to fill the room. He stood impossibly close, wearing an old, dirty orange prison jumpsuit that hung loosely from his powerful frame, the fabric smeared with sweat and grime. Heavy steel chains still bound his wrists, the cuffs clinking softly as he moved. His scent hit me immediately—a potent mix of sweat, dirt, and raw masculinity, sharp and unwashed, making my stomach twist with unease and something I couldn’t quite name. His expression was both predatory and wickedly amused, a gleam in his dark eyes that made it impossible to look away.

“Surprise,” he said, his lips curling into a slow, knowing smile.
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