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      When struggling tech executive Marcus Hale hires personal trainer Caleb Montrose, he's only looking to reclaim his fading physical fitness—not upend his entire identity. At forty-one, with a marriage grown cold and a career that consumes him, Marcus has convinced himself that the quiet dissatisfaction gnawing at him is simply part of growing older.

      But there's nothing simple about the electricity that crackles between him and his charismatic twenty-five-year-old trainer. As their professional sessions evolve into something far more intimate, Marcus finds himself awakening to desires he never knew existed and possibilities he never dared imagine.

      Caught between the safe harbor of the life he's built and the uncharted waters of what could be, Marcus must decide if he's willing to risk everything—his marriage, his identity, his carefully constructed world—for a chance at genuine connection. But as rumors begin to swirl and watchful eyes turn their way, both men discover that the most dangerous thing about forbidden attraction isn't the desire itself—it's what happens when that desire is exposed.

      A searing exploration of identity, desire, and the price of authenticity in a world that demands conformity, "Touch of Temptation" asks: Is passion worth the cost of reinvention?
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      Step into Private Encounters — a world of standalone M/M romances where every story dives deep into hidden desires, public temptations, forbidden love, and thrilling new passions.

      From explosive enemies-to-lovers tension to heart-racing billionaire obsessions, each short story delivers a complete, unforgettable escape — no cliffhangers, no reading order required.

      Pick any story that calls to you — each encounter promises passion, heat, and heart.
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      This is an Advance Review Copy (ARC) provided for review purposes only. Not for sale or public distribution.

      Copyright © 2025 Ryan Moore. All rights reserved. This book may not be copied, stored, or shared without the author's permission.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DISCOVER THE UNTOLD STORY BEHIND THIS BOOK — AND GET A GIFT!

          

        

      

    

    
      You’re about to dive into something special—but before you begin, there’s even more waiting for you.

      Sign up for my newsletter to unlock an exclusive backstory to this book—a behind-the-scenes peek you won’t find anywhere else.

      As a thank you for joining, you’ll also receive a completely free copy of my debut novel, Unforgettable Encounter. No strings, just a heartfelt gift to deepen your reading journey.

      

      Sign up here: www.ILoveMMRomance.com/Private-Encounters
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      The steady hum of treadmills and faint clinking of weights filled the private fitness studio. Polished mirrors lined the walls, reflecting the warm sunlight streaming through the floor-to-ceiling windows. The place smelled faintly of leather and citrus cleaner, with a soft undertone of sweat from the morning rush.

      Caleb stood by the squat rack, adjusting the weights for his current client, flashing her a quick, easy smile.

      "Alright, last set. Push through it, and you're done," he said, crouching to check the alignment of her knees.

      The young woman nodded, determination flickering in her expression. Caleb placed his hand lightly on her shoulder blade as she bent her knees, his touch firm but professional.

      "Perfect. Keep your chest up, there you go," he added, his voice low and encouraging.

      She powered through the final reps, and Caleb stepped back, clapping once as she finished. "Great work, Kayla. Go grab some water. You earned it."

      As Kayla headed toward the water station, the soft chime of the front door caught Caleb's attention. He turned, wiping his hands on a towel, and spotted the new arrival immediately.

      A tall man stood just inside the entrance, shoulders squared but slightly stiff. He was dressed in a navy tracksuit, the zipper pulled halfway down to reveal a white shirt underneath. His salt-and-pepper hair was combed neatly back, and the faintest shadow of a beard lined his jaw. Despite the confident cut of his clothing, there was something hesitant in the way he scanned the room.

      Caleb recognized him instantly from the profile on his schedule. Marcus Hale, his newest client.

      Crossing the floor with a friendly smile, Caleb extended his hand. "You must be Mr. Hale. I'm Caleb Montrose, your trainer."

      Marcus took the offered hand, his grip firm but his expression guarded. "Just Marcus is fine."

      "Marcus it is." Caleb gestured toward the studio floor. "You've got great timing. It's pretty quiet this afternoon. Ready to get started?"

      Marcus glanced around, his eyes skimming over the rows of equipment and the mirrored walls. "I guess. I'll be honest, I'm not sure what to expect here. I haven’t done this kind of thing in years."

      "No problem at all," Caleb assured, grabbing a clipboard from the counter. "We'll take it slow. The goal is to make sure you're comfortable and build from there. No judgment, no pressure."

      Marcus nodded, but he still seemed uneasy, his posture rigid as Caleb led him toward a set of free weights.

      "So," Caleb began, keeping his tone casual, "what made you decide to come in? New fitness goals, or just looking for a change?"

      Marcus hesitated, his hand brushing over the back of his neck. "A little of both, I guess. My wife's been on me about taking better care of myself. And, well... I've been feeling it lately. Not as young as I used to be."

      Caleb chuckled, his eyes sparkling with humor. "Hey, age is just a number. It's all about how you feel, right? Let's focus on getting you back to where you want to be."

      He handed Marcus a pair of light dumbbells. "We'll start with some basic movements, just to see where you're at. Sound good?"

      Marcus nodded, gripping the weights tightly, adjusting his fingers like he wasn’t used to the sensation. Caleb stepped closer, watching his form as he mimicked the demonstration.

      "Not bad, not bad," Caleb said, circling him. He reached out, adjusting Marcus's elbow slightly. "Just a little more bend here. There—perfect."

      Marcus's lips tightened briefly, his jaw flexing as he focused on the exercise. But Caleb didn't miss the way his breath hitched at the touch.

      "You okay?" Caleb asked, crouching slightly to meet Marcus's eyes in the mirror.

      "Fine," Marcus said quickly, though his tone was clipped. "Just... a little out of practice."

      "No worries. That's why I'm here." Caleb kept his smile easy, stepping back to give Marcus more space.

      As they worked through a few more exercises, Marcus began to loosen up, though his movements remained controlled, held back. Caleb kept the mood light, throwing in a few jokes to break the tension, and got half-smiles in return every two or so quips.

      By the time they reached the stretching portion of the session, Marcus's shoulders had visibly relaxed. Caleb guided him to a mat and knelt beside him, demonstrating a simple seated stretch.

      "Alright, give this a try," he said, motioning for Marcus to follow suit.

      Marcus mirrored the movement, though his flexibility was limited. Caleb leaned forward, his hands brushing Marcus's knee as he adjusted the angle.

      "Better. Feel that stretch here?" Caleb asked, pressing gently on Marcus's thigh.

      Marcus nodded, his gaze flicking briefly to Caleb before darting away. "Yeah, I feel it."

      There was a pause, a beat of silence where the only sound was their breathing and the faint hum of the studio's air conditioning. Caleb's hand lingered a moment longer than necessary before he pulled back, clearing his throat.

      "Great. Let's switch sides," he said, his tone professional again.

      As they wrapped up the session, Caleb handed Marcus a towel. "Solid first day. You've got a good base to build on."

      "Thanks," Marcus said, wiping his face. He hesitated, the towel hanging loosely in his hand. "You... make it easy. To get through this, I mean."

      "Just doing my job," Caleb said, though his grin softened. "Same time next week?"

      Marcus nodded, stepping toward the door. As he reached for the handle, he paused, glancing over his shoulder. Caleb caught the look—a fleeting, almost questioning glance that lingered just a second too long.

      "See you then," Marcus said before stepping out into the sunlight.

      Caleb watched the door swing shut, his brow furrowing slightly. He shook his head, brushing off the strange pull in his chest, and turned back to the studio.
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      The studio hummed with the same steady rhythm of soft music and occasional bursts of chatter from other clients. The scent of eucalyptus oil and clean sweat hung in the air. Late afternoon light slanted in through the tall windows, catching the specks of chalk dust that floated in the stiller corners of the space.

      Caleb adjusted a kettlebell on the rack, his eyes occasionally flicking to the clock. Marcus had been coming in for a few weeks now, each session building on the last. Caleb told himself the growing anticipation he felt before each appointment was purely professional.

      Mostly.

      The door swung open and in walked Marcus, his gym bag slung over one shoulder. His stride was confident, his expression calm, though Caleb caught the faint crease of tension between his brows, the subtle stiffness in his jaw.

      "Right on time," Caleb called, tossing Marcus a water bottle. "You're getting predictable, Marcus."

      Marcus smirked faintly as he caught it. "Discipline is key, isn't it? Or am I boring you already?"

      "Not a chance," Caleb replied, grabbing a set of resistance bands. "Besides, predictability just means I know how to push you harder." He gestured toward the mats. "Let's warm up."

      Marcus dropped his bag on the bench and joined Caleb on the floor. As they moved through the stretches, Caleb kept the conversation light, though his curiosity about Marcus's personal life gnawed at him. The older man was like a puzzle—well-put-together, but with pieces that didn't quite fit.

      "Your form's getting better," Caleb said as he stepped behind Marcus to correct his lunge. He placed a hand on Marcus's back, pressing gently to deepen the stretch. "Feel that?"

      "Yeah," Marcus said, his voice tight.

      Caleb didn't miss the slight tension in his tone. "Something on your mind? You've been a little distracted today."

      “No,” Marcus exhaled sharply, straightening as Caleb stepped back. "Just... work stuff. Nothing exciting."

      "Ah, the classic deflection," Caleb teased, folding his arms. "Come on, I thought we were past that. Spill it."

      Marcus chuckled dryly, running a hand through his hair. "You're persistent, I'll give you that."

      He hesitated, then sighed. "Alright, fine. It's not just work. Things at home have been... complicated."

      Caleb crouched beside him, his expression softening. "Complicated how?"

      Marcus glanced at him, the flicker of vulnerability in his eyes catching Caleb off guard. "It's my wife. We've been... disconnected. For a while now."

      The words hung in the air, heavy and raw. Caleb nodded, his voice low. "That's tough. I'm sorry you're going through that."

      Marcus shook his head. "It's not like we're fighting or anything. It's more like... we're just existing. Parallel lines that never really meet."

      "That sounds lonely," Caleb said, his gaze steady.

      Marcus's lips twitched into a bitter smile as he held back a humorless laugh. "Lonely's a good word for it."

      Caleb studied him, the controlled posture, carefully neutral voice. Marcus was a man trained in restraint. He was probably good at managing other people’s expectations, yet probably terrible at handling his own.

      Caleb shifted closer, his hand resting lightly on Marcus's shoulder. "Hey, for what it's worth, you're not alone in this. A lot of people go through rough patches. Doesn't mean it's the end of the road."

      “Maybe.” Marcus nodded slowly, his jaw tightening as he looked away. "But sometimes, it feels like we're past the point of fixing anything."

      The silence that followed was heavy, punctuated only by the faint hum of the studio's speakers. Caleb wanted to say more, to offer some kind of reassurance, but the raw emotion in Marcus's face stopped him. Instead, he gave Marcus's shoulder a squeeze before standing.

      "Alright," Caleb said, his tone lighter now. "Enough of the heavy stuff. Let's get back to work."

      Marcus rose to his feet, his expression guarded once more, yet there was a newfound softness behind his gaze now. "Yeah. Let's."

      The session continued, the atmosphere less tense but still tinged with an air of some unspoken understanding. Caleb kept the exercises challenging but sprinkled in his usual teasing to ease the mood.

      "Come on, Marcus, you've got this," Caleb said as Marcus struggled with a set of planks. "Don't let some thirty-year-old outpace you."

      Marcus grunted, his arms shaking. "Thirty? You look younger than that."

      Caleb raised an eyebrow, smirking. "Twenty-five. But flattery won't get you out of the last ten seconds."

      Marcus huffed a laugh, his muscles straining as he held the position. "You're ruthless, you know that?"

      "Part of the job," Caleb replied, leaning casually against the wall. "But you're still here, so I must be doing something right."

      Marcus rolled his eyes as he collapsed onto the mat, breathing heavily. "Barely."

      "Hey, progress is progress," Caleb said, offering him a hand. Marcus hesitated for a fraction of a second before taking it, letting Caleb pull him to his feet.

      As they moved into the cool-down stretches, Caleb's focus narrowed. Marcus was lying on his back, his chest rising and falling steadily as Caleb guided his leg into a hamstring stretch.

      "Relax your hips," Caleb said, his hands adjusting Marcus's thigh. Their faces were inches apart, the closeness suddenly palpable.

      Marcus's eyes flicked to Caleb's, and for a moment, neither of them moved. The air between them seemed to thicken, the sounds of the studio fading into the background.

      Caleb swallowed, his pulse quickening. "You're doing great," he said softly, his voice almost a whisper.

      Marcus's jaw tightened, his gaze dropping before he abruptly pulled his leg back. "That's enough for today," he said, his tone clipped as he sat up.

      Caleb blinked, his hands falling to his sides. "Marcus⁠—"

      "I'll see you next week," Marcus said, already reaching for his bag.

      Caleb watched him leave, the door closing behind him with a soft click. He exhaled slowly, running a hand through his hair. He hadn't meant to push any boundaries, but the look in Marcus's eyes lingered, etched into his mind.

      As the studio quieted, Caleb leaned against the wall, staring at the door. For the first time, he wondered if he'd crossed a line he couldn't uncross.
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      The lights in the fitness studio were dim, the soft buzz of the air conditioning the only sound breaking the silence. Marcus stood in front of the mirror, wiping sweat from his forehead as Caleb moved nearby, tidying up the weights.

      "Not bad today," Caleb said, tossing a towel over one shoulder as he approached. His voice was light, but there was something deeper in his expression, an undertone that hinted at more than just the usual encouragement.

      Marcus shot him a grin, his exhaustion turning into something warmer. "I think you're getting soft on me." He wiped his brow again, his breath still coming in shallow gasps.

      Caleb raised an eyebrow, stepping closer. "Oh, I can be tough if you want. You're just lucky you weren’t my only client today."

      He brushed past Marcus, their shoulders grazing briefly.

      Marcus didn't flinch, though he caught the subtle heat of Caleb's touch. It lingered, not quite as casual as it might have seemed. He was getting used to it—used to Caleb's presence, used to the way Caleb made him feel like he was more than just a client.

      "You know," Marcus said, adjusting his grip on the towel, "I always thought you'd be the type of trainer who would just yell at me to do push-ups until I dropped."

      He glanced at Caleb, his expression teasing, but there was a flicker of something deeper, some hidden implication, between them.

      "I prefer a more... strategic approach," Caleb replied with a smirk. "Yelling doesn't get results. Well, not the kind I'm after anyway."

      He caught Marcus's eye, his smile lingering just a moment longer than usual.

      Marcus chuckled, shaking his head as he set the towel down. He was starting to enjoy the sessions more, not just because he was seeing results, but because Caleb was making him feel something he hadn't felt in a long time, something lighter. Freeing, like relief.

      "You've been doing well," Caleb continued, moving around Marcus, pulling a bench into the center of the room. "I think you deserve a little reward."

      Marcus raised an eyebrow. "Oh yeah? What do you have in mind?"

      "Sit," Caleb said, motioning to the bench. "Let's stretch out those shoulders. You've been pushing yourself pretty hard."

      Marcus hesitated for a second but sat eventually. The anticipation was thick around the room as Caleb stood behind him, his hands resting lightly on his shoulders.

      "Relax," Caleb murmured, his fingers pressing gently into the tight muscles. His touch was firm, but not unkind, coaxing the tension out of Marcus's neck. It felt like nothing special at first, just another part of the usual routine. But there was something about Caleb's hands—something that stirred the space they shared, something that made Marcus's breath catch slightly.

      Caleb's hands lingered longer than necessary, his fingers working the knots in Marcus's muscles with deliberate care.

      "You're carrying a lot of stress here," Caleb observed, his voice low, almost intimate.

      Marcus let out a breath, his eyes closing as he tried to focus on the sensation of Caleb's hands rather than the pounding in his chest. "I don't get much time to relax," he admitted, his voice quieter than usual.

      "You should make time," Caleb said, leaning closer as he gently pressed his thumbs into the back of Marcus's neck. The closeness made Marcus's skin tingle, but he couldn't bring himself to pull away. Something inside him wanted this.

      Just as Caleb moved to adjust the angle of Marcus's head, the sharp trill of Marcus's phone interrupted the moment. Marcus stiffened, then reached for the phone in his pocket with a sigh. He glanced at the screen before answering.

      "Yeah?" His voice was terse now, the warmth from Caleb's touch disappearing in an instant. Caleb noticed the shift in Marcus's demeanor, the subtle closing off that happened as he spoke.

      "Marcus, where are you? You said you'd be home an hour ago," came the voice on the other end, muffled, yet sharp and accusing.

      Marcus's jaw tightened, and Caleb could see the way his body grew more rigid, the tension building back up again.

      "I'm just finishing up here," Marcus said, his tone neutral but tinged with frustration. "I'll be home soon."

      Caleb could feel the change in the air, the way Marcus's shoulders grew tense beneath his touch. He let his hands fall to his sides, stepping back slightly to give Marcus space.

      He watched Marcus pull his phone away from his ear, ending the call quickly, his expression strained. The energy between them felt different now, heavier, like a storm was brewing just out of sight.

      "Everything okay?" Caleb asked, his voice softer now, sensing the sudden shift in the mood.

      Marcus's gaze, soft yet troubled, flicked up to Caleb.

      "Yeah," he said, but the word didn't quite reach his eyes. He gave the younger man a tight smile. "Just... home stuff. Nothing you need to worry about."

      "You don't have to pretend, you know," Caleb said quietly, his voice almost a whisper. He met Marcus's gaze. "I'm here if you want to talk."

      Marcus swallowed, shifting uncomfortably on the bench. "It's just... complicated." His eyes drifted toward the door, like he was already pulling away. "Don't worry about it."

      Caleb nodded, but the unease in Marcus's posture left him unsettled. It was clear this wasn't just about the workout anymore. Something deeper was stirring between them, something Caleb wasn't sure he should explore.

      After a moment of silence, Caleb cleared his throat and tried to lighten the mood. "Well, if you're not going to talk about it, let's at least finish up strong. How about we go for a round of stretches, then I'll let you go?"

      Marcus nodded, though his movements were stiff, as if the weight of the conversation had settled on his shoulders. He stood and walked over to the mats, stretching in silence as Caleb followed.

      Caleb watched him closely as they worked through the cool-down stretches, his thoughts swirling. The way Marcus held himself back, the way his jaw clenched when he spoke on the phone, the underlying tension between them—it was all too much to ignore.

      When the session finally ended, Caleb wiped his hands on his shorts and gave Marcus a nod. "You're doing great. See you next time?"

      Marcus met his gaze for a moment, something unspoken flickering between them. "Yeah. Next time."

      He turned and left, the soft clang of the studio door the only sound behind him.

      Caleb stood there for a long moment, alone, towel hanging limp in his hand, sweat cooling against his skin. He couldn't shake the feeling that something had shifted between them—something that wasn’t supposed to, something that was only just beginning to unravel.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            FOUR

          

          
            PRIVATE SESSIONS

          

        

      

    

    
      The sun had set by the time Marcus opened the door to his private home gym, a sleek, modern space that felt like a sanctuary more than a place for training. The walls were lined with mirrors, the flooring smooth and dark, and the dim lighting created a soft glow that enhanced the polished, exclusive feel of the room.

      They weren't at the usual studio tonight—Marcus had insisted on training at home, citing the need for privacy. He hadn't offered more than that, and Caleb hadn’t pressed, though the request had lingered in the back of his mind all day.

      As Caleb stepped inside, his sneakers silently gripping the floor, he couldn't help but feel the weight of the space pressing in on him. It was just them, isolated, and the tension felt thicker in here—he could almost taste it in the air.

      "Welcome to my humble abode," Marcus said, his voice cool but edged with something else, something that wasn't entirely about the workout. He motioned to the center of the room, where the equipment gleamed in the low light. His body, still muscular and taut from their last session, moved with an easy confidence that seemed to fill the space.

      Caleb raised an eyebrow, sensing the unspoken challenge behind the invitation. "I didn't take you for the private session type." He chuckled, though the sound bordered on a nervousness that was uncommon of him.

      "Convenience," Marcus replied. He stepped closer, his eyes locked on Caleb's with an intensity that was impossible to ignore. "Figured we'd get a little more personal here."

      Caleb resisted the urge to take a step back. He wasn't sure if Marcus meant the workout or something else entirely. But whatever it was, the invitation had carried more weight than just measly convenience. Caleb felt the tug of something deeper, something that went beyond the boundaries they'd set so far.

      He nodded slowly, forcing a smile. "Alright. Let's see what you've got."

      As Marcus led Caleb to the weights, the latter took a moment to scan the room. It was like stepping into a high-end boutique gym, with custom-designed machines, mats that smelled faintly of leather, and an air of exclusivity that seemed to match the man himself. The silence between them felt oddly intimate, like they were alone in a world where no one else existed.

      “Why’d you even sign up for the studio if you already had this lying around?” Caleb wandered to the equipment, brushing his fingertips against the low cushion of a bench press. Most of the machines looked new, barely used.

      “I don’t really know.” Marcus shrugged, looking around with slight unease. “I guess the motivation hits different there. Also, I think I just didn’t want to be spending so much time at home.”

      Caleb hummed at his words, nodding in understanding. “That does make sense.” He gestured to the equipment, throwing Marcus a questioning glance. “May I?”

      Marcus nodded. “Feel free to do whatever.”

      Caleb flexed his arm as he set up the equipment, his biceps straining beneath the thin fabric of his shirt. Marcus couldn't help but watch, the way Caleb’s body moved with precision, each muscle defined and sculpted from years of dedication. It was a display of power that Marcus had always admired from a distance. But now, in this private setting, it felt more... personal.

      "So," Marcus said, breaking the silence as he walked over to the mat, rolling his shoulders. "What did you have in mind today? More of the same?"

      Caleb glanced over at him, his lips curving into a smirk. "I was thinking of making it a bit more interesting," he replied, his tone teasing. "You up for it?"

      Marcus tilted his head, watching Caleb’s movements closely. There was something about the way he carried himself today, a subtle shift in his confidence that Marcus was unusually drawn to.

      "I'm always up for a challenge," Marcus said, trying to keep his voice steady.

      Caleb stepped forward, closing the distance between them. "Good. Let's start with some stretches. You know, to loosen up."

      Marcus nodded, moving to kneel on the mat. His body felt suddenly too aware of the space around them, of Caleb standing so close, his heat radiating in the small room. As they began the stretches, Caleb was meticulous in his adjustments, guiding Marcus’s posture with an ease that spoke of experience. His hands brushed Marcus’s body with every adjustment—brief but undeniably intimate. The contact wasn't accidental; Marcus knew that much.

      "Relax," Caleb murmured as his hands found Marcus’s shoulders, pressing gently into the knots. "You've been holding tension in your back. You're stiff."

      Marcus let out a breath, trying to shake off the surge of awareness that hit him. His muscles felt like they were on fire from the touch, but he masked it, keeping his breathing even.

      "Is that so?" Marcus said, his voice quieter now. "I guess that's your job, huh? To make sure I don't fall apart."

      Caleb’s laugh was low, almost a chuckle. "You don't have to worry about that," he said, his hands moving slowly down Marcus’s arms, his fingers pressing with purposeful pressure. "I've got you."

      The words were simple, but Marcus felt them in his chest, felt them hit a place he wasn't sure he was ready to acknowledge. He shifted slightly, trying to hide the sudden rush of heat beneath his skin.

      But Caleb was relentless in his touches, pushing him into positions that had their bodies closer than they should've been. Every subtle movement of Caleb’s hands was a reminder of just how much he had control here—how much of Marcus he was quietly commanding.

      Marcus didn’t know how to feel about that, and he didn’t know if he wanted to find out.

      As they continued, the air between them thickened, heavy with unspoken thoughts. Marcus’s focus wavered as Caleb moved behind him, his breath brushing against the back of Marcus’s neck as he adjusted his posture again.

      There was no mistaking the proximity now—no pretending that this was just a workout. Marcus felt every inch of their bodies, the heat, the tension.

      "Lift your head up," Caleb instructed, his voice hushed, almost a whisper. He was so close now, his hands on Marcus’s neck, adjusting with gentle pressure.

      Marcus’s pulse quickened. They were inches apart, their faces so close that Caleb could feel the warmth of Caleb’s breath on his skin. He could smell the faint trace of cologne, the musk of sweat. Everything felt like it was closing in, the space between them charged.

      Marcus hesitated for a moment, his hands hovering at his sides, unsure. His chest tightened with the conflict rising inside him. He wanted this—wanted Caleb in a way that scared him. But he wasn't sure if it was the right moment.

      Caleb’s eyes were dark, locked on Marcus with a quiet intensity that felt almost... predatory. His lips parted slightly, but neither of them moved, as if they were caught in some unspoken agreement, waiting for the other to make the first move. Marcus’s body was alive with anticipation, but he didn't lean in. Didn't close the gap.

      He couldn't. Not yet.

      Finally, Caleb pulled back, taking a step away, his breath shaky. He cleared his throat, his gaze flickering to the side, like he, too, had felt the weight of the moment.

      "You're doing great," he said, his voice now a little rougher than before.

      Marcus nodded, though his mind was spinning. That pause, that hesitation—it had shifted everything. Something between them had just shifted. But Marcus wasn't sure if it was something he was ready to explore.

      "Alright," Caleb said, clapping his hands together as if to break the tension. "Let's keep going."

      But neither of them moved right away. Both were too aware of the heat still lingering in the air, the unspoken words hanging between them like a promise neither was ready to keep.
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      The air in the gym studio was thick with tension as Caleb adjusted Marcus's posture for what felt like the hundredth time.

      They were back on Caleb’s turf now, something he was oddly grateful for—although they were still alone, a fact he didn’t know whether he dreaded or looked forward to more. He had always prided himself on being professional, keeping everything neat, controlled. But now, with each movement, each brush of Marcus's body against his own, his focus was slipping.

      The faintest shift in Marcus's muscles, the subtle flex of his shoulders, and Caleb felt like he was losing control, like the space between them had narrowed to something inexplicable.

      "That's it," Caleb said, his voice strained as his fingers lingered a moment too long on Marcus's back, pressing into the muscle, feeling the heat there. Marcus didn't pull away either. Instead, he exhaled slowly, and the warmth of his breath seemed to reverberate against Caleb's skin.

      A beat passed, one so long it was almost unbearable. Then, without warning, Marcus leaned in.

      His lips brushed against Caleb's jaw, then his lips.

      The sensation shot through Caleb like an electric current. His breath caught in his throat, and his hand froze at Marcus's shoulder.

      Marcus jerked back, his body stiff, eyes wide with shock. The moment had escalated so fast that neither of them had a chance to register it fully before it happened.

      "Sorry," Marcus muttered, his voice low and frantic. His face flushed with heat, and his eyes darted toward the door.

      Before Caleb could respond, Marcus was stepping back, the tension in the room exploding into awkward silence as Marcus grabbed his things in a hurry.

      "Wait," Caleb said, his voice hoarse, but Marcus was already halfway to the door.

      "I—I shouldn't have," Marcus stammered, his hand gripping the doorframe so tight his knuckles were white. His panicked eyes made him look like a scared animal about to flee, and his face was a mask of frustration and confusion.

      Caleb's heart was racing, his hands trembling slightly. He didn't know what to say. Did he feel relieved, or was it guilt? Had the kiss been a mistake? Or had it been inevitable, given the way the distance between them crackled with sparks?

      "Don't," Caleb said, his voice barely above a whisper. "Please. You don't have to go."

      But Marcus's gaze was distant, the way his jaw clenched betraying the inner conflict, the turmoil. With a tight nod, Marcus finally pushed open the door and left, leaving Caleb standing alone in the quiet gym.

      Caleb ran his hands through his hair, frustration burning in his chest. The kiss had been brief, but its intensity had been undeniable. His body still hummed with the contact, every nerve on edge, still remembering the heat of Marcus's lips.

      What had just happened? Was this something he could let go of, or would it haunt him forever?

      He took a deep breath, trying to shake off the feeling, but it wasn't working. The gym felt too quiet now, the silence so thick he could barely think. His mind raced through all the moments that had led them to this point—the teasing touches, the lingering looks, the way Marcus had started to open up to him. There had always been an underlying attraction between them, but this?

      This was different. It was raw, it was real, and it was impossible to ignore.
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        * * *

      

      Marcus's car felt too small, too tight as he drove home. The air was stifled, suffocating him. His fingers gripped the steering wheel, the motion stiff and jerky, like his whole body was in shock. His mind was on a loop, replaying the moment over and over again—the way Caleb had felt beneath his hands, the way Caleb hadn't pulled away, the softness of his lips.

      He had kissed Caleb. God, he had kissed him.

      A jolt ran through his chest, sharp and sickening, as guilt and confusion surged through him. What the hell had he been thinking? He was married, for God’s sake. He was supposed to be loyal, to work things out with Jessica. The affair—if it could even be called that—had been a fleeting thought, an impulse, and yet now he was questioning everything.

      What did this mean? Was he so starved for attention that he had let it all build up until he made a move like that?

      He pulled into his driveway, the house looming in front of him like a prison, a place he couldn't escape from. He hadn't even noticed the streetlights flickering or the way the trees swayed in the wind until now. The weight of the night was pressing down on him, making him feel heavier with every reluctant step he took toward the front door.

      Inside, everything was just as he had left it—cold, empty, and quiet. Jessica wasn't home. She was always working late now, something they'd both gotten used to. It was easier that way, wasn't it? Easier not to confront the growing distance between them.

      But now, in the oppressive silence, the kiss burned hotter in his mind, flashing like scenes from a movie.

      He stripped off his workout clothes with clumsy fingers, trying to focus on something, anything, other than the heat in his chest. But it wasn't working. His mind kept flashing back to Caleb's face, the way he had simply stood there, eyes wide with shock, and the way he hadn't pulled away. Marcus couldn't make sense of it. He shouldn't have done it, but the pull, the chemistry, had been undeniable. And Caleb had been so close, so damn close...

      Marcus sank into the couch, his hands trembling as he ran them through his hair.

      What did it mean? What would Caleb think now? Was this going to ruin everything?

      Back at the gym, Caleb stood motionless in the middle of the room, staring at the place where Marcus had stood only minutes ago. His heart hammered in his chest, his mind in turmoil.

      He didn't know how to make sense of what had just happened. It was unlike anything he had ever experienced with a client. There had always been something between them—something charged and dangerous—but now, it felt like every line had been crossed, every boundary broken through.

      And that kiss... had it been a mistake? Or was it inevitable, like he had been waiting for the moment to break? Waiting for the opportunity to reach them?

      His fingers twitched with the urge to call Marcus, to make sure everything was okay, but he knew that was dangerous. The lines had been blurred enough, and he was already questioning his own boundaries. Was he just as complicit in this as Marcus? Had he wanted it as much as Marcus had?

      Caleb couldn't stop thinking about the way Marcus had looked at him before he left, the conflicted expression on his face, the way his eyes had darkened before he pulled away. It was as though they both knew that whatever had just happened wasn't just a momentary lapse.

      The next day was a blur. Caleb moved through his appointments like he was wearing someone else's skin. He smiled, gave pointers, corrected postures, but inside, everything was off. Like a constant hum beneath the surface that wouldn't quiet down.

      By late afternoon, he was sitting in the break room, legs splayed out, head tilted back against the wall. The overhead lights buzzed softly, and the smell of stale protein bars clung to the air.

      The door opened, but he didn't even have to look up to know who it was.

      Marcus stood in the doorway, gym bag slung over his shoulder. He looked tired, but not the physical kind. This was a weariness that ran deeper, like his thoughts had been on loudspeaker all day.

      Caleb sat up slowly. "You came back."

      Marcus nodded, stepped inside, and closed the door behind him. For a moment, neither of them moved.

      "I wasn't sure I would," Marcus admitted, his voice low.

      Caleb's chest tightened. "Yeah. I didn't think you would either."

      Marcus didn’t reply immediately. The words were stuck in his throat. He’d practiced last night and this morning, what to say and how to say it. But now that Caleb was in front of him, staring at him with that almost hopeful look of expectancy, he found himself at a loss for words.

      "I shouldn't have kissed you."

      To Caleb, the words landed like a blow. Not because they were unexpected, but because they were so stark, so final.

      Caleb nodded slowly. "But you did."

      Marcus sat down on the opposite bench, gym bag forgotten at his feet. "I don't know what's happening with me. I don't know what I want. Or maybe I do, and I'm just scared of what that means."

      Caleb swallowed hard, fingers curling into his palms. "You're married."

      "I know." Marcus’s words came out strangled. "And things with Jess... they've been broken for a long time. But that's not an excuse."

      "No," Caleb agreed quietly. "It's not."

      "I'm not trying to make you the bad guy in this," Marcus said. "This was on me."

      "It wasn't just you," Caleb said. "Don't do that. Don't carry it alone."

      Marcus's eyes flickered toward him. "So what do we do?"

      Caleb let the question settle in the air between them. He didn't have an answer—at least not one that didn't feel like unraveling everything he thought he knew about boundaries, about professionalism, about the carefully ordered life he'd built.

      But pretending nothing had happened wasn't an option anymore.

      "I don't know," Caleb said. "But we can't ignore it."

      Marcus nodded slowly, gaze dropping to his hands. "No. We can't."

      "I haven't stopped thinking about it," Marcus admitted. "Since last night."

      Caleb's breath caught. "Me neither."

      Marcus looked up again, and there was something raw in his expression. Uncertainty, yes, but also relief, like speaking the truth had loosened something inside him.

      "I'm not asking for anything," Marcus said quickly. "I just... I needed you to know that."

      Caleb nodded, his throat tight.

      "Okay."

      They sat there for another moment, the silence no longer tense but thick with possibility. The door to the break room might as well have been the edge of a cliff.

      Finally, Caleb stood.

      "I need some time to think."

      "Yeah," Marcus said, rising too. "Me too."

      But as they left the room, side by side, something had shifted. Not resolved. Not yet. But acknowledged.

      And that was enough—for now.
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      Caleb stepped into the private gym, a silent tension in the air between him and Marcus, who was already waiting by the equipment.

      The lighting in Marcus’s home studio was dim, casting long shadows across the polished hardwood floors, the scent of new leather and lemon cleaner lingering from lack of use. As the door clicked shut behind Caleb, the sound seemed to seal them in, alone in the intimate space.

      Caleb's gaze shifted over him, a slow sweep that felt intentional. He didn't speak at first, didn't need to. The charged stillness wrapping them thrummed with a quiet electricity. He tried not to think about their most recent conversation, but there was a magnetic pull neither of them could deny.

      "Ready?" Caleb's voice was low, almost a murmur, like the word itself was part of the invitation. His body was relaxed, his posture confident, but his eyes... his eyes never left Marcus.

      Marcus nodded, swallowing against the tightness in his throat. His body was still betraying him, a rush of heat flooding his chest and crawling up his neck. He could feel the subtle pull of Caleb's gaze, quiet but relentless, the way it stripped him bare in a way no one else ever had. He was suddenly aware of every movement, every shift in the air, like it was charged with something heavier than just weight.

      They began with stretches. Caleb guided him through the movements, and Marcus found himself closer to Caleb than he ever expected. His hands were there, steadying Marcus's shoulders, adjusting his posture.

      There was nothing overtly sexual about the touch, but Marcus couldn't ignore the way his body seemed to react. Heat bloomed in the places where Caleb's fingers lingered, the firm press of his hands aligning Marcus's form with a softness that contradicted the hard, sharp edges of his own focus.

      "You're tense," Caleb noted. His voice was warm, almost teasing as he adjusted Marcus's arms, pulling them back into a deeper stretch.

      Marcus winced slightly at the stretch. "I'm always tense."

      "Let me help with that." Caleb's fingers slid gently over Marcus's wrist, the contact so light, yet electric. "Breathe."

      Marcus inhaled, feeling the strength in Caleb's touch, the quiet command that emanated from him even when he wasn't speaking. There was no judgment, no expectation, just an understanding that made Marcus want to lean into it, lean into him.

      Their faces were inches apart now as Caleb adjusted his form again, the distance between them too thin, too charged. Marcus could feel his pulse quicken, the subtle warmth of Caleb's breath, the brush of his hand along his spine as he corrected the angle of his torso.

      Marcus's body betrayed him. His pulse raced, the blood rushing to his skin in places he didn't want to acknowledge. He forced his gaze elsewhere, anywhere but Caleb's eyes. The stillness between them was suffocating, yet it was an exquisite kind of discomfort that he didn't want to end.

      Caleb's voice broke through the tension. "You good?"

      Marcus swallowed, nodding stiffly. His mouth was dry, his chest tightening with every second that passed. "Yeah."

      But there was an unspoken understanding between them now—an acknowledgment of the space they were in, the circumstance they’d been trying to ignore. Caleb's eyes never left his, watching him, reading him, sensing the storm of emotions Marcus tried to hide.

      "You're holding back," Caleb said, his voice softer now, gentler, but with a quiet intensity. "You can trust me, Marcus."

      The words hung in the air. Trust. He hadn't let anyone close in a long time. Especially not like this.

      Marcus shifted uneasily, feeling a sharp twist in his gut at the word. "I'm not sure I'm ready for this."

      "You don't have to be," Caleb replied, the heat in his voice warming the cool space around them. He stepped closer, closing the gap, his body brushing against Marcus's side, sending a shiver through him. "But I think you want to be."

      Marcus's breath hitched. His eyes flicked to Caleb's lips for just a moment—enough to send a ripple through him, a surge of longing that seemed to surge from somewhere deep inside, something he didn't want to acknowledge.

      Without thinking, Marcus stepped back, his hands pressing against his thighs as he tried to regain some control, some composure. His breath was shallow, chest rising and falling rapidly. His mind was spinning with too many thoughts, emotions, guilt.

      "You okay, stud?" Caleb's voice pulled him out of his deep thoughts.

      "Huh?" Marcus turned slightly, not realizing his movement had given Caleb a clear view of the bulge straining against his shorts. His face burned with embarrassment as Caleb's gaze dropped, lingering.

      "Fuck," Marcus muttered, turning away.

      But it was too late. Caleb had seen. And worse, Marcus couldn’t tell what he thought of it.

      The silence that pulsed between them thickened, heavy with anticipation. Embarrassed as he was, Marcus's pulse roared in his ears, his cock aching, demanding attention. He wanted to touch himself—wanted Caleb to touch him—wanted release so badly it hurt.

      Then suddenly, Caleb's hand was on him.

      Marcus gasped, his hips jerking forward at the contact. Caleb's fingers wrapped around him through the fabric, stroking slowly, deliberately.

      "Oh my god—" The words tore from Marcus's throat, ragged and broken. His hands clenched against the partition in front of him, his entire body trembling.

      He should stop this. He should pull away.

      But he didn't.

      Instead, he watched in the mirrors as Caleb's hand worked him, his own face twisted with pleasure, his lips parted on silent moans. Caleb's expression was smug, satisfied, his gaze locked onto Marcus's reflection as he stroked him harder.

      Marcus was close—so fucking close—when Caleb suddenly released him.

      "Caleb—" Marcus turned, his voice rough, desperate.

      And then he saw it.

      Caleb's cock, thick and half-hard, straining against his shorts.

      Marcus's mouth went dry. Without thinking, his hand was on Caleb, gripping him through the fabric, feeling his heat, the weight of him. Caleb's breath hitched, his hips pushing forward into Marcus's touch.

      And then⁠—

      Caleb kissed him.

      Marcus froze for a split second before melting into it, his lips parting as Caleb's tongue slid against his. The taste of him, the warmth—it was too much, overwhelming his senses. Marcus groaned, his free hand tangling in Caleb's hair as their bodies pressed together.

      Caleb's hand found Marcus's cock again, stroking him in time with their kiss, his touch firm, relentless. Marcus's hips jerked, his orgasm building fast, too fast.

      He came with a broken cry, his body shuddering as pleasure ripped through him. Caleb's arm tightened around him, holding him upright as his knees threatened to give out.

      When the last waves of his climax faded, Caleb pulled back slightly, his lips curved in a satisfied smirk. "Fuck, you're hot."

      Marcus was still catching his breath when Caleb kissed him again, deep and possessive. His cock was fully hard now, pressing insistently against Marcus's stomach.

      The thought of it—of him—sent a fresh wave of need crashing through Marcus. Before he could second-guess himself, he dropped to his knees.

      Caleb's eyes darkened, his breath coming faster as Marcus reached for his waistband, tugging his shorts down just enough to free his cock.

      It was thick, heavy in Marcus's hands, the head already glistening. Marcus licked his lips, his heart pounding as he guided Caleb to his mouth.

      The first taste was electric—salty, musky, perfect. Marcus moaned around him, taking him deeper, his tongue swirling as Caleb's fingers tangled in his hair.

      "Fuck—" Caleb's hips jerked, his grip tightening. "I'm gonna cum."

      Marcus didn't pull away. He wanted it—wanted to feel Caleb lose control, wanted to taste him completely.

      Caleb's groan was ragged as he came, his release flooding Marcus's mouth, hot and thick. Marcus swallowed as much as he could, but it was too much, spilling past his lips, dripping down his chin.

      When Caleb finally pulled back, Marcus was panting, his lips slick, his face marked with the evidence of what they'd just done.

      Caleb hauled him up, kissing him deeply. His tongue licked into Marcus's mouth, tasting himself there, and he smiled lazily. "Damn," he murmured against Marcus's lips. "That can't be your first time."

      Marcus flushed, his voice rough. "It is."

      Caleb's smirk was wicked. "You're a natural."

      Marcus's stomach twisted with something between disbelief and exhilaration. He had just sucked another man's cock—wanted to, loved it—and now, as Caleb pulled him toward the showers, Marcus realized something terrifying.

      He wanted more. He wanted Caleb, damned be what everyone else thought.
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      After what had transpired between them, Marcus had begun to let go of the tension that had once gripped him during their sessions. His movements were smoother now, more relaxed, as though the hours spent in the gym with Caleb had started to help him shed the weight of his usual defenses.

      They alternated between the fitness studio and Marcus’s home gym, a rhythm that struck a careful balance between structure and comfort. The studio offered a sense of neutrality—public, professional, and focused—while his home gym allowed for a quieter kind of work, both physical and emotional.

      Some days, the privacy of Marcus’s home gave them space to move without the eyes of others, to speak more freely, or not at all. Jessica was rarely home, after all. Other times, the studio’s bright lights and polished mirrors helped keep things grounded, reminding them of the boundaries they’d already crossed and would keep crossing time and again.

      Caleb, although, found himself more on edge. He'd noticed the shift between them—how their smiles were wider now and lingered just a moment longer, how their touches were more deliberate. The chemistry between them was undeniable, a magnetic force neither could ignore.

      But Caleb also noticed other things—like how the people in the gym whispered to each other when they thought the pair wasn’t looking, how the break room turned dead silent as soon as he walked in. Caleb guessed he and Marcus weren’t as subtle as they thought.

      His heartbeat grew faster with each passing day, not just because of the undeniable pull, but because he knew the stakes. They were dancing on the edge of something dangerous, and each move they made brought them closer to the precipice.

      "You're looking more relaxed today," Caleb said, watching Marcus adjust his posture during a set of squats. His voice was light, trying to keep things normal, but he couldn't deny the edge of tension in his chest. "How's it feeling?"

      Marcus pushed up from the squat, pausing for a moment before answering. "Better," he said, his voice rough, almost too casual.

      He didn't meet Caleb's eyes, instead focusing on the floor as he adjusted his grip on the barbell. But the way his lips curled at the corners suggested something else—something unspoken, but understood between them.

      Caleb watched, swallowing hard. They’d both been testing the waters, letting hands linger a little longer when adjusting form, letting gazes wander when the other wasn't looking. Each time, it felt like they were both inching closer to something neither of them were allowed to cross, mostly for the sake of avoiding public indecency.

      Caleb's breath hitched as Marcus straightened, muscles flexing, his jaw tightening. He was the picture of strength, but there was an undeniable vulnerability to him now, something that tugged at Caleb's chest, making it hard to focus on anything else.

      They both knew their feelings for each other were obvious now. The question was: how far would they let it go?

      Caleb adjusted the weights for Marcus, his fingers brushing against Marcus's arm just a little too long, sending a jolt of heat straight through him. Marcus glanced up, eyes narrowing in a way that suggested he'd noticed the unspoken shift.

      "You're distracted today," he said, his voice gruff, but there was something softer in his tone. A quiet challenge, perhaps.

      Caleb didn't answer immediately, feeling his pulse spike in response to the challenge. Instead, he swallowed, trying to collect himself. "Just making sure you're not going to hurt yourself," he finally said, his voice trying to keep things light.

      "Mm." Marcus smiled, the motion brief but somehow loaded with meaning. "You don't need to worry about that. I can handle myself."

      Caleb nodded, but his eyes were drawn to Marcus's hands—strong, capable, and yet now, they seemed to hold a strange tension in them. He wondered if Marcus felt it too. The pull. The temptation. He couldn't stop himself from wanting to reach out, to close that small gap between them.

      As Caleb set up the next exercise, Marcus's phone buzzed on the nearby bench. Caleb noticed the brief flash of guilt on Marcus's face before he silenced it without even glancing at the screen.

      "Ah, distractions, distractions," Caleb remarked jokingly, trying to make light of it. He couldn't help but feel a flicker of jealousy at the thought of who it might be. "Is your wife worried about your fitness regime?"

      Marcus stiffened slightly, but his voice was steady when he replied. "She's... not exactly thrilled about how late these sessions go."

      Caleb nodded, his stomach knotting. He kept his voice casual. "Yeah, I get that. It's easy to lose track of time when you're training hard."

      Marcus's jaw clenched, and he quickly pulled the phone off the bench, slipping it into his gym bag. "It's fine," he muttered, more to himself than Caleb. "She's just... being protective."

      Caleb didn't miss the way Marcus's voice faltered. The unease there was palpable. But Marcus didn't elaborate. Instead, he focused on the next set, and Caleb followed his lead, trying to ignore the strange sense of discomfort creeping in. They didn't talk much after that, the space between them thickening as the tension lingered in the air like a storm waiting to break.

      The next evening, Caleb was at the front desk of the gym when a coworker, Allison, approached with an odd look on her face. She leaned in slightly, her voice dropping to a whisper.

      "Hey, I don't mean to gossip, but I think Marcus is hiding something. You've seen how he looks at you, right?"

      Caleb froze, his heart pounding in his chest. Of course, he knew people were starting to notice, but he’d never expected anyone to actually say something to him. He'd been trying to keep it under control, but it seemed like their wandering gazes weren’t as minute as he thought.

      Allison's eyes were sharp, but there was a hint of concern in her voice. "I don't know what's going on, but I've seen him stare at you during his workouts. And... I've noticed how he reacts when you're close to him. It's different, Caleb."

      Caleb shifted uncomfortably, his mind racing. "What do you mean by 'different'?"

      Allison shrugged, her expression thoughtful. "I don't know. Maybe it's nothing. But just be careful. People are starting to notice."

      Caleb's stomach twisted. He didn't want to think about the possibility of someone else catching on—of getting outed, of things escalating beyond what they could control. But Marcus was starting to feel different too, like something inside him was opening up in ways that Caleb wasn't prepared for.

      "Thanks for the heads-up," Caleb said quietly, forcing a smile. But inside, his heart was pounding with fear and anticipation.

      As he walked back to his office, Caleb couldn't shake the feeling that he was standing on the edge of something bigger than he could handle. The thought of Marcus's wife asking about late-night sessions, the knowing look in Allison's eyes, it all added up to something he wasn't ready for.
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      Marcus wiped the sweat from his brow, his hands resting on the edge of the bench press as he stared down at the weights in front of him.

      The gym was quiet, save for the rhythmic hum of the equipment and the occasional clink of metal against metal. Caleb had been unusually quiet today, his thoughts seeming far away, his usual playful banter absent.

      "Something on your mind?" Marcus asked, glancing up. There was a softness in his gaze, a quiet sincerity that had been there more often lately. He had started to relax, the edges of his previous caution now worn down.

      Caleb shrugged, trying to shake off the disquiet that had settled deep in his chest. "Just thinking about stuff," he said, his voice slightly distant. He wasn't sure how to explain the turmoil in his head, the growing confusion about what he was doing with Marcus—what they were doing.

      Marcus set the barbell down, his movements smooth and controlled. He leaned back against the bench, his muscular frame outlined by the dim light, sweat glistening across his chest. His eyes were steady on Caleb, and there was a quiet understanding in his gaze that made the younger man’s heart skip. It was as if Marcus could sense that Caleb wasn't just talking about workouts anymore.

      "You can talk to me, you know," Marcus said, his voice low and a little rough. He reached for a towel and dabbed at his forehead, but his eyes never left Caleb. “I know I wasn’t really... open, before, but I am now.”

      Caleb exhaled sharply, his heart racing, but he couldn't pull away from Marcus's gaze. He had never been good at hiding things, and the weight of what had been building between them was suffocating. "I guess... I guess I'm just struggling with feeling like I don't matter. In my life, I mean. Like I'm always just there for everyone else, but no one really sees me. Not like they should."

      Marcus shifted, his shoulders broadening as he leaned forward, elbows on his knees. "I get that," he murmured, his tone low and gravelly. "In my marriage, it's been like that for years. It started out fine, you know? But now, it's more of a partnership than anything. The spark's long gone. It's like we're just going through the motions."

      Caleb swallowed hard, hearing the raw honesty in Marcus's voice. There was a vulnerability there that he hadn't expected, and it struck him deeply. He wasn't the only one who felt unseen, after all.

      "I get it," Caleb said quietly, his gaze falling to the floor for a moment. "I know what it feels like to be invisible. To give and give, but never get anything back."

      Marcus leaned back, his broad chest expanding with a deep breath. "Maybe that's why we're both here," he said with a slight chuckle, but there was something deeper in his words. "To feel... something. To be seen. I see you, Caleb. Even if you don’t think I do."

      Caleb lifted his eyes to meet Marcus's, and for a moment, there was nothing between them but understanding. No games, no hidden motives. Just two people who had found a rare moment of connection in a world full of distractions. It felt like a weight lifting from his chest, and for the first time in a while, Caleb didn't feel so alone.

      Before either of them could speak again, the front door creaked open, followed by the sound of footsteps. Caleb froze, eyes widening as Marcus stood up sharply, glancing toward the entrance.

      "Shit," Marcus muttered under his breath, his face tightening. "That's my wife. She's not supposed to be home yet."

      Caleb's heart raced with panic. Marcus's jaw clenched, and for a moment, there was a flash of something—regret? Longing? But the moment passed quickly, replaced by the rush of distress.

      Caleb moved as fast as he could, heart pounding in his chest, and he glanced back one last time at Marcus. "We'll talk later," he said, his voice strained, before slipping out the door and into the cool night air, leaving Marcus behind.

      The air was so thick with tension it was hard to swallow, and Caleb's mind raced as he made his way home. What was happening between him and Marcus? How far would they let it go before everything unraveled?

      Marcus didn't show up for their next session.

      Caleb tried to keep himself busy the morning after, filling the time with meaningless tasks at the gym, hoping the hours would pass without him thinking too much about Marcus. He found himself glancing at his phone every few minutes, checking for messages, but there was nothing.

      No explanation, no word. Just silence.

      The weight of that silence crushed him in ways he hadn't expected. They'd crossed so many lines together—emotionally and physically—and now he was left to wonder if it was all just some fleeting thing for Marcus, something that didn't mean as much as Caleb had convinced himself it did.

      By the time afternoon rolled around, Caleb couldn't sit still anymore. His phone buzzed. His heart skipped a beat, fingers trembling as he unlocked it.

      A new message. Marcus. Caleb's stomach dropped. He didn't have time to analyze it. He tapped open the text.

      "I need time. This is too much."

      The words stung, sharp and cold. Caleb stared at them, unable to process what they meant. Time? What the hell was that supposed to mean? What was "too much"? Was Marcus pulling away from him? Had he been using him all along, just another distraction to get away from his own life?

      Frustration clawed at Caleb's chest. He slammed his phone down on the counter, pacing around the gym. Every minute felt like an eternity. The silence that followed, thick and oppressive, filled the space between them.

      Where had he gone?

      Two days later, Marcus appeared at the gym, his face closed off. He was early, as if he'd been waiting to come. Caleb's heart skipped when he saw him walk through the door. His breath hitched at the sight of the older man. He looked different—strained, distracted. His eyes flickered across Caleb, but there was something distant in them. Something hollow.

      Caleb took a deep breath, pushing the frustration down. He had to speak. He couldn't keep holding all this in.

      "You disappeared," Caleb said, voice flat, but the bite was there, raw and sharp. He leaned against the counter, his arms crossed in front of his chest. His posture was defensive, but his heart was pounding, every beat urging him to keep the tension high.

      Marcus's eyes met his, and for a moment, Caleb saw something like regret flash across his face. But it was gone as quickly as it had appeared.

      "I know," Marcus said, his voice low. "I didn't mean to disappear. It's just... this thing, it's too much, Caleb."

      "Too much?" Caleb scoffed, pushing off the counter and taking a step toward him. The anger was bubbling up again. He couldn't hold it in any longer. "What does that mean? It's either too much or it's not. And if it's too much, then maybe you should've thought about it before you decided to⁠—"

      "I'm not playing games," Marcus cut in, his voice suddenly firm. "You think this is easy for me? I've been married for years, Caleb. I don't know how to..."

      Caleb's breath hitched. "How to what?" he asked, though he feared the answer.

      The words burned in his throat. He wasn't sure he even wanted to hear it. But Marcus had already started this conversation, so Caleb wasn't backing down now.

      Marcus didn't finish his sentence. Instead, he stepped closer to Caleb, his broad shoulders tense, his jaw clenched. Caleb could feel the heat between them growing, charging the air. His pulse quickened, and despite everything, he couldn't look away from Marcus's eyes. The same eyes that had been filled with so much intensity when they'd been together.

      "I don't know how to be... here with you," Marcus finally said, the words sounding almost like a confession. He took a breath, his gaze softening, but Caleb could see the conflict swirling beneath the surface. "But I can't stop wanting you."

      Caleb's heart raced, a mix of frustration and longing flooding through him. His breath came out in shallow bursts, his body aching with the tension, the need that was still between them. "Then what the hell are we doing?" Caleb demanded, his voice quiet, yet shaking with emotion. "You can't keep pulling back and forth. It's not fair. You're not being fair to me."

      Marcus took a step back, the sudden distance between them making Caleb ache. "I know," he whispered. "I know, but I don't know how to fix it."

      Caleb's eyes narrowed. "Don't you dare pretend you don't know exactly what this is. We're not just... what? A fling? A fucking distraction? I'm not that, Marcus. And I sure as hell don't want to be treated like I am."

      There was a long silence. Marcus looked at him, and Caleb could feel the weight of his gaze like a physical thing, pressing against his skin. But then, as if Marcus couldn't hold it any longer, he stepped forward, closing the distance between them. He didn't say anything. He didn't need to. His hands reached for Caleb's shoulders, fingers tightening as he pulled Caleb into him. The roughness of the touch wasn't tender, but it felt necessary. Desperate.

      Caleb's heart pounded in his chest, but he didn't pull away. He couldn't. The heat between them was too much. They had crossed so many lines before, and it seemed impossible to stop now.

      Without thinking, Caleb's hands found Marcus's chest, feeling the hard muscles beneath his shirt, the way Marcus's body seemed to vibrate with tension. His breath hitched in his throat as Marcus leaned in, lips brushing against Caleb's ear. His voice was ragged, full of emotion. "I'm so sorry for this, Caleb. For everything."

      Caleb could barely breathe. He felt like his chest might explode from the force of everything he was holding inside.

      "You're sorry?" Caleb managed to say. He blinked away tears that threatened to fall. "For what? For what we're doing? For wanting this?"

      "I don't know anymore," Marcus admitted. His voice was low, raw. He kissed Caleb's neck, the sensation sending a shiver down Caleb's spine. He closed his eyes, trying to ground himself in the moment, trying to fight back the storm of emotions threatening to take over. "But I can't stop. I don't want to."

      The words hung in the air between them, heavy with the weight of everything they left unsaid.

      Then, suddenly, Marcus pulled away, breaking the contact between them. Caleb felt the loss like a jolt to his chest.

      "I can't keep doing this," Marcus said, his voice barely a whisper. "I'm so... so sorry."

      Caleb stared at him, the space between them growing more unbearable with each passing second. "Then don't," Caleb shot back, his voice shaking with a mix of anger and hurt. "Just don't. Don't say this, don't come back. You're either all in or you're out. But I can't keep doing this damn dance with you, Marcus."

      Marcus's eyes darkened with a mix of regret and longing. He didn't move, didn't speak. He just stared at Caleb, the silence between them almost suffocating.

      Caleb turned away. He listened as Marcus’s footsteps echoed throughout the studio, the door swinging open then closed.

      He wiped away a tear.

      Epilogue

      Caleb glanced up and froze. The man before him was tall, broad-shouldered, with dark hair slicked back and sharp features. He had a confidence about him that was almost unsettling. He looked like the kind of man who commanded attention without saying a word. Caleb's stomach churned, but he forced himself to look professional.

      He'd been referred this client from someone who knew Marcus.

      "Levi?" Caleb asked, standing up straighter, trying to mask the unease that prickled along his skin.

      The man's eyes gleamed as he approached, his every movement purposeful. He extended a hand, his grip firm but not overbearing. Caleb shook it quickly.

      "Caleb, right?" Levi said smoothly, his voice low but commanding. He gave a tight smile, studying Caleb with an intensity that felt almost invasive.

      "Yeah, that's me," Caleb replied, trying to sound casual, but the tension in his chest was growing by the second.

      "Marcus spoke highly of you," Levi said, his eyes flicking down to Caleb's form as if taking in every detail. "I've heard you're the one to go to for... specialized training."

      Caleb nodded, keeping his expression neutral, though his mind was racing. "I do what I can to help my clients."

      Levi's smile didn't quite reach his eyes, and there was something cold behind it. He tilted his head, his gaze unwavering. "I'm sure you do. I'm just curious, Caleb. How well do you really know Marcus?"

      Caleb felt his blood run cold, his heart skipping a beat. He couldn't hide his surprise, couldn't mask the panic that rose in his chest. "I know him well enough," he replied, his voice barely a whisper.

      Levi studied him for a moment longer, as if weighing his words, before stepping closer. "I've been in his circle for a long time. I know about the... changes happening in his life. About certain things he's been... exploring."

      Caleb's throat tightened, his thoughts whirling. How could Levi know about them? About Marcus's affair with him? There was no way Marcus would have told him. Was this part of the reason Marcus had warned him?

      "Not that it's any of my business," Levi continued, his voice a touch too smooth, "but just know... secrets aren't always as safe as we think."

      Caleb's mind was racing, but he forced himself to respond with a polite smile, keeping his composure. "I'm just here to help you with your training, Levi. That's all you need to know."

      Levi gave a small, knowing smile. "Of course."

      But as he turned and walked away, Caleb couldn't shake the feeling that things had just shifted. That his world, already teetering on the edge, was about to spiral into something much darker. Levi knew. And that meant the entire world they'd been trying so hard to protect would unravel faster than Caleb could keep up.

      His phone buzzed again in his pocket, and Caleb pulled it out, already dreading what he would see.

      A message from Marcus:

      "Be careful around Levi. He's testing you. And he's not the only one."

      Caleb swallowed hard, his hands shaking. He wasn't expecting to hear from Marcus any time soon, if their last conversation was any indication. But Caleb knew he wasn’t just being tested by Levi. He was being tested by everyone. Marcus, the life he thought he understood... everything was changing.

      And it was all coming for him.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Awakening

      Marcus Hale stood in front of the bathroom mirror, towel wrapped around his waist, droplets of water still clinging to his shoulders.

      Forty-one years old, and he barely recognized the man staring back at him. The sharp edges of his youth had softened, a slight paunch forming where flat abs had once been. His dark hair was still thick, but threads of silver had begun weaving their way through his temples. When had that happened?
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