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Chapter One: The Gift
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The envelope sat on the coffee table between them, cream-coloured and expensive-looking. James stared at it like it might bite.

"Dad," Sarah said, leaning forward from the couch. "Just open it."

His three children watched him with identical expressions—love mixed with something that looked like determination. James picked up the envelope slowly, hyperaware of the weight of their attention.

Inside was a brochure. Sanctuary Ridge Wellness Retreat. Soft-focus images of men in white robes, massage tables, infinity pools disappearing into mountain views.

"A spa weekend?" he said.

"A wellness retreat," Michael corrected. "Three days. All inclusive. Everything taken care of."

James looked up at his son, then at Sarah, then at Emma perched on the arm of the chair. "This is too much. I can't—"

"Dad." Emma's voice was gentle but firm. "It's been two years since Mum died. And you've spent that whole time taking care of everyone else."

"That's what fathers—"

"We know." Sarah cut him off, not unkindly. "But we also know you've spent a lot longer than two years taking care of everyone else."

The words landed carefully, deliberately. James felt something cold slide down his spine.

"We know, Dad," Michael said quietly.

The room went very still. James's hands tightened on the brochure.

"Know what?" His voice came out rougher than he intended.

Sarah exchanged a glance with her siblings, then looked back at him with eyes that were bright and steady. "That you've been putting yourself last your whole life. That you loved Mum—we know you did—but that there were parts of yourself you never got to..." She paused, choosing her words. "Explore. Be honest about."

James felt his face go hot. "I don't know what you—"

"Dad." Emma's voice was so tender it made his chest ache. "We're not kids anymore. And we're not judging you. We love you. We just want you to be happy."

"I am happy," he said automatically.

"No." Michael shook his head. "You're dutiful. You're kind. You're there for everyone. But you're not happy. Not really. Not the way you deserve to be."

James looked down at the brochure, at the men in the photos who looked so at ease in their skin. His throat felt tight.

"This place," Sarah said carefully, "it's not just a spa. It's... it's a place where men can be themselves. Explore who they are without judgment. Without having to perform for anyone."

The word men hung in the air, weighted with meaning.

"We did our research," Emma added. "It's safe. It's discreet. And it's specifically designed for people who maybe didn't get to live authentically before. People who sacrificed that for... other reasons."

James couldn't look at them. His heart was hammering against his ribs.

"You don't have to say anything," Michael said gently. "We're not asking you to. We just want you to know that we see you. We've always seen you. And we want you to have this."

"Have what?" James whispered.

"Permission," Sarah said simply. "To be yourself. To want what you want. To finally put yourself first."

The silence stretched. James felt tears prickling behind his eyes and blinked them back hard.

"What if I don't know how?" he said finally, his voice cracking.

"Then you'll learn." Emma smiled at him, her own eyes wet. "That's what the weekend is for."

James looked at the brochure again. The dates were already printed. The reservation already made. They'd planned this, the three of them, with such care and such love that it made him want to weep.

"I loved your mother," he said hoarsely.

"We know," Sarah said. "And she loved you. But Dad... she's gone. And you're still here. And you deserve to live. Really live."

Michael leaned forward, his hand warm on James's shoulder. "No more sacrificing yourself. Not for us, not for anyone. Just three days to figure out what makes you happy. That's all we're asking."

James nodded, not trusting his voice. His children looked at him with such open affection, such complete acceptance, that something in his chest cracked wide open.

"Okay," he whispered. "Okay."

The relief on their faces was immediate. Sarah wiped at her eyes. Emma let out a shaky laugh. Michael squeezed his shoulder once before letting go.

"You leave Friday," Michael said. "We'll drive you up Thursday night."

Two days. James felt a flutter of something in his stomach—terror and anticipation braided so tightly he couldn't separate them.

After they left, he sat alone in the dimming light, the brochure open in his lap. He studied the images more carefully now, seeing what he'd missed before. The way the men looked at each other. The intimacy in the casual touches. The freedom in their bodies.

A place where men can be themselves.

His children knew. They'd always known. And they loved him anyway. Wanted him to be happy anyway.

James traced a finger over one of the photos—a man's face, relaxed and open, being touched with such tenderness it made his breath catch.

Two days until he found out if he was brave enough to want this.

Two days until he stopped performing.
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Chapter Two: Arrival
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The drive up had been quiet. Michael handled the winding mountain roads with easy confidence while James sat in the passenger seat, watching pine trees blur past and trying not to think too hard about what he was driving toward.

When they pulled through the gates of Sanctuary Ridge, James's first thought was that his children had spent far too much money.

The main building rose from the mountainside like something out of an architectural magazine—all clean lines and floor-to-ceiling windows that reflected the late afternoon sky. Stone and wood and glass arranged in a way that looked effortless and probably cost a fortune. The landscaping was immaculate: native grasses, smooth river rocks, a water feature that sent a gentle cascade down one wall.

"Dad." Michael's voice pulled him back. "You okay?"

"This is too much," James said automatically.

"It's not." Michael put the car in park and turned to look at him. "You deserve this. Remember that, okay? You deserve to be here."

The weight in those words made James's throat tight. He nodded, not trusting himself to speak.

Michael squeezed his shoulder once, then climbed out to get the bag from the trunk.

James stood on the smooth stone pathway and breathed. The air was different up here—cleaner, thinner, carrying the scent of pine and something else. Something like eucalyptus or sage. The kind of air that was supposed to make you feel calm and centered.

Instead, his heart was hammering.

The entrance doors were heavy wood and glass, and they opened before he reached them. A young man in a fitted white coat stood in the doorway, smiling warmly.

"Welcome to Sanctuary Ridge," he said. His voice was smooth, professional, genuinely welcoming. "You must be James."

"I—yes." James blinked. The young man was striking in a way that felt almost deliberate. Dark hair swept back, sharp cheekbones, a body that was clearly well-maintained visible even under the tailored coat. The fabric clung to broad shoulders and a trim waist.

"We've been expecting you." The young man stepped aside, gesturing him in. "I'm Adrian. I'll be part of your care team this weekend."

Care team. The phrase felt loaded somehow.

Inside, the lobby was even more impressive. Warm wood floors, soft lighting that seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere, furniture that looked like it belonged in a design showroom. Everything was earth tones and natural textures, designed to soothe. But there was something else underneath the serenity—a charge in the air, a sense of anticipation that James couldn't quite name.

And then there were the staff.

They moved through the space with quiet efficiency, and every single one of them looked like they'd stepped out of a fitness magazine. Men in fitted white coats that showed off toned arms and tapered waists. One woman—James paused, noticing the elegant strength in her shoulders, the graceful line of her throat, the confidence in the way she carried herself. She was beautiful in a way that transcended simple categories, and when she smiled at him as she passed, her warmth was genuine and unguarded.

Everyone here was attractive. Not just conventionally good-looking, but maintained. Groomed. Fit. The kind of bodies that required work and attention.

James felt suddenly, acutely aware of his own softening middle, the grey in his hair, the way his polo shirt probably didn't fit as well as it used to.

"Mr. Whitmore?" Another voice, and James turned.

His breath caught.

The man approaching him wasn't wearing a white coat. He wore a fitted athletic tee—grey, the fabric clinging to a torso that was all defined muscle and clean lines—and shorts. Not the loose, modest kind. These were short, snug, the kind that left very little to the imagination. James could see the curve of powerful thighs, the shift of muscle as he walked, the way the fabric stretched across—

James looked away quickly, heat flooding his face.

"I'm Marcus," the man said, and his voice was warm, amused, like he knew exactly what James had been looking at. "I'll be your primary therapist this weekend."

James forced himself to look up, to meet the man's eyes. They were dark, intelligent, and there was something in them that felt like recognition. Like Marcus could see straight through him.

For a moment—just a fraction of a second—Marcus's expression shifted. Something unguarded flickered across his face, a softness that didn't quite match the easy confidence of his smile. His gaze held James's a beat longer than necessary, and James caught the faintest hint of something real beneath the professional warmth. Then Marcus's smile returned, slower this time, and he looked away first.

"Hi," James managed. His voice came out rougher than he intended.

Marcus smiled. It was a slow, easy smile that made James's stomach flip. "Your children booked you our Platinum Service package. That means you'll have dedicated attention throughout your stay—personalized treatments, private sessions, anything you need to feel completely relaxed and cared for."

Cared for. There was that phrase again, and the way Marcus said it made it sound like more than just massages and facials.

"That's—that's very generous of them," James said.

"They clearly love you very much." Marcus's gaze held his for a beat longer than necessary. "We're going to make sure you have an unforgettable weekend."

James felt something stir low in his belly. A heat that he hadn't let himself feel in years—decades, maybe. His cock gave an interested twitch against his thigh, and he shifted his weight, mortified.

Marcus's smile widened just slightly, like he'd noticed. Like he was pleased.

"Let me take your bag," Marcus said, reaching for the duffel that Michael had set down beside James. His fingers brushed James's as he took the handle, and the touch sent a jolt up James's arm.

"I can—" James started.

"Platinum Service," Marcus reminded him gently. "Let us take care of you."

And then Marcus's hand moved toward James's
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