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The morning sun crept through the sheer curtains of Lily Williams's bedroom, casting soft golden light across her childhood sanctuary. At nineteen, Lily was the embodiment of grace and privilege—the only daughter of Marcus and Patricia Williams, heirs to the Williams Oil Empire that had made their family one of the wealthiest African American dynasties in Texas.

But Lily's true wealth wasn't measured in zeroes on a bank statement. It was measured in her faith.

Her Bible lay open on her nightstand, the pages worn from years of devotion. She'd been reading Psalm 139, her favorite passage since she was twelve years old when she'd first given her life to Christ at a youth revival.

"I praise you because I am fearfully and wonderfully made," she whispered, running her finger along the verse. "Your works are wonderful, I know that full well."

A knock at her door interrupted her meditation.

"Lily, darling, are you awake?" Her mother's voice drifted through the wood. "Your father wants to see you before you leave."

Lily closed her Bible and smiled. "Coming, Mama."

She glanced at herself in the mirror—honey-brown skin that glowed with health, dark curls that cascaded past her shoulders, and eyes that sparkled with the kind of hope that only came from knowing she was loved by God. She was dressed simply in a cream sundress and sandals, her only jewelry a small gold cross that had belonged to her grandmother.

Downstairs, her parents were waiting in the grand foyer. The Williams estate was a sprawling mansion in Houston's most exclusive neighborhood, but it had always felt like home—warm, inviting, filled with the laughter of family gatherings and the echo of prayers lifted to heaven.

"There she is." Marcus Williams opened his arms wide. "My beautiful girl."

Lily embraced her father, breathing in his familiar scent of sandalwood and coffee. At sixty-three, Marcus was still the formidable head of the Williams Empire, but to Lily, he was simply Daddy—the man who'd taught her how to ride a bike, how to pray, how to stand tall in the face of adversity.

"You have everything you need?" Patricia asked, her eyes glistening with unshed tears. "We can send more money if—"

"Mama, I have plenty." Lily laughed softly. "I'm going to be studying business administration, not buying a small country."

"I know, I know." Patricia dabbed at her eyes. "It's just... you're my baby. My only child. Seeing you leave..."

"I'm not leaving forever. I'm just going to college. And it's only a few hours away."

Patricia nodded, but her expression remained troubled. "Promise me something, Lily."

"Anything."

"Remember who you are." Patricia gripped her daughter's hands. "You carry the Williams name, yes, but more importantly, you carry God's name. Don't let anyone make you forget that."

Lily's throat tightened. "I won't, Mama. I promise."

Marcus pulled her into another embrace. "Your mother's right. You have a bright future ahead of you, baby. But that future is only bright if you keep God at the center."

"I will, Daddy."

"In everything you do, seek His guidance." Marcus's voice was firm but loving. "Don't make any major decisions without prayer. Do you understand?"

"Yes, Daddy."

"Especially when it comes to relationships." Patricia added, her voice carrying a hint of warning. "The Bible says we shouldn't be unequally yoked. Find a man who loves God as much as you do."

Lily nodded, but a small part of her felt impatient. She'd heard this lecture a hundred times before. She knew the rules. She'd never dreamed of breaking them.

But then again, she'd never dreamed of meeting someone like Aiden Brooks.

Two Months Later

The University of Texas at Austin was everything Lily had hoped for—a sprawling campus filled with young people chasing their dreams, a rigorous academic program that challenged her, and the independence she'd been craving since she was sixteen.

Her roommate, Simone, was from Atlanta, a girl with a sharp wit and a wardrobe that could rival any fashion magazine.

"Girl, you need to loosen up," Simone declared one Friday evening. "All you do is study and go to church. That's not the college experience."

Lily laughed. "There's nothing wrong with studying and going to church."

"There's nothing wrong with having fun either." Simone grabbed her arm. "There's a party tonight. The football team is hosting it. You're coming with me."

"Simone, I don't—"

"Don't party? Don't dance? Don't have a single moment of joy?" Simone shook her head. "Lily, you're nineteen. You're beautiful. You're rich. And you act like you're already married to Jesus."

"I am married to Jesus," Lily said with a grin. "In a spiritual sense."

"Spiritual sense, my foot." Simone pulled her toward the closet. "Put on something sexy and let's go. One party. That's all I'm asking."

Lily sighed, but she couldn't help smiling. "Fine. One party. But I'm not drinking."

"Wouldn't dream of making you sin, saint Lily."

The party was at a massive off-campus house that screamed old money. Lily could have appreciated the architecture if she hadn't been so overwhelmed by the crowd of students pressing in from all directions.

"This is a lot," she shouted over the pounding music.

"Relax! There's someone I want you to meet."

Simone dragged her through the throng toward a group of young men clustered near the pool. They were all tall, athletic, and impeccably dressed—the kind of men Lily's parents had warned her about.

But one of them made her stop breathing entirely.

He was leaning against the pool railing, a bottle of beer dangling casually from his fingers. His dark hair was artfully disheveled, and his eyes—a shade of blue so bright they seemed to glow in the dim light—were fixed on her with an intensity that made her heart stutter.

"Lily, this is Aiden Brooks," Simone announced. "Aiden, this is my roommate. Lily Williams."

Aiden's smile was slow, deliberate, like he knew exactly the effect he was having. "Lily," he repeated, tasting her name like fine wine. "That's beautiful. It suits you."

"Thank you." Lily's voice came out breathier than she'd intended.

"Williams," he mused. "As in the Williams Oil Empire?"

Lily felt heat creep up her neck. "The same."

Aiden's smile widened. "Well, Lily Williams, it's a pleasure to meet you. I've heard so much about you."

"About me?"

"Simone's mentioned you. The girl who's too good for parties." He chuckled. "I like that. Most girls here are so... predictable."

"I'm not sure if that's a compliment," Lily said, though she was smiling.

"It definitely is." He stepped closer, close enough that she could smell his cologne—something woodsy and masculine. "What's your story, Lily? Why are you hiding from the world?"

"I'm not hiding. I'm just... careful."

"Careful." He tilted his head. "Why?"

"Because I know who I am. And I know what I want."

Aiden's eyes flickered with something she couldn't read. "And what do you want?"

Lily looked at him—really looked. She saw confidence, charm, and something else. Something that made her uneasy.

But she also saw a man who seemed genuinely interested in her.

"I want to make a difference," she said. "I want to honor God with my life. And I want to be with someone who shares those values."

"Someone who shares those values," Aiden repeated. "That's... that's beautiful, Lily. Really beautiful."

"Don't mock me."

"I'm not mocking you." He held up his hands. "I admire you. Most people don't think about what they want. They just drift through life."

Lily's defenses lowered slightly. "What about you? What do you want?"

"I want to build something." His voice was suddenly serious. "Something that doesn't come with my father's name attached. Something I can call my own."

It was exactly the right thing to say. Lily felt a kinship with him that she hadn't felt with anyone else.

"I understand that," she said softly. "I really do."

The Courtship Begins

Aiden asked her out the next day. Lunch at a small café near campus. Lily almost said no—her mother's warnings echoing in her ears—but something made her say yes.

The café was quiet and cozy, the kind of place where you could actually hear yourself think. Aiden had chosen it carefully, and Lily appreciated the effort.

"I'm glad you came," he said, his eyes warm. "I was worried you might change your mind."

"I almost did," Lily admitted. "My parents... they're protective. They worry about who I spend time with."

"As they should. You're a catch, Lily Williams." He grinned. "I'd be worried too."

Lily laughed, some of her tension easing. "You're very charming, you know that?"

"Comes naturally." He shrugged. "But I'm also serious. I don't want to waste your time."

"Then tell me about yourself. The real you."

Aiden leaned back, his expression thoughtful. "My family's in construction. Brooks Developments. You might have heard of it."

"I think I have."

"My father built it from the ground up
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