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      What happens when a man who seems to have it all risks everything for a chance at something real?

      Luke Carter’s life is the picture of success—a thriving business, a sleek penthouse, and a family portrait straight out of a magazine. But beneath the polished exterior lies a man trapped by loneliness and unfulfilled desires, too afraid to confront the parts of himself he’s kept hidden for decades.

      Enter Evan Steele—a rugged, self-assured man who offers Luke an escape from the confines of his carefully controlled world. Their connection is electric, their chemistry impossible to resist. What begins as a fleeting transaction sparks a fire that forces Luke to question everything he thought he knew about intimacy, passion, and his true self.

      As their paths cross again, Luke must decide if he’s brave enough to embrace the unknown and take a leap of faith—or if the price of desire is too steep.
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      Wow, I'm really taking my buddy's cock up my ass. He's inside me, and I fucking want it more. Luke thought, his breath hitching as Will's heavy thrusts drove deeper and deeper into his body. Each stroke sent heat coursing through him, Will's cock hot and pulsing with life.

      Will seemed to love the way Luke's smooth, muscled ass gripped him—he'd said it felt different but no less satisfying than being with a woman. Yet there was something about this, about plunging deep inside someone so tight and warm, that seemed to awaken something primal in him. Will's movements became greedier, as if he never wanted this to end. But he was just eighteen, and self-control had never been his strong suit.

      Luke felt Will's body tense against him, the rhythm of his thrusts growing uneven. The familiar build of tension hummed between them, heavy and electric. Then Will leaned over, wrapping his arms around Luke's sweat-slick torso, pulling him closer. His breath was hot against Luke's ear as he growled, "You've got the hottest ass, man. So tight. I'm gonna come inside you."

      Luke shivered at the words, his own arousal spiking. His body opened for Will, yielding under the weight of his frame. "Do it," he rasped, low and breathless. "I want it. All of it."

      Gripping the sheets beneath him, Luke felt Will pounding him even harder, each push angled just right to drive him wild. Will's length stretched him, filling him completely. Luke could feel the slap of Will's balls against him with every hard stroke, the rhythmic sound only driving him closer to the edge. He moved with Will now, their bodies finding a frantic, almost desperate rhythm.

      "Fuck, Luke!" Will shouted, "I'm gonna come—I'm gonna fill you up, man!"

      "Yeah," Luke arched back against him, barely able to speak. "Yeah," he panted, his voice catching on the word. "Give it to me. Give me all of it."

      With a final, shuddering thrust, Will buried himself to the hilt, his cock pulsing as he came. Luke felt the hot flood of release deep inside him, and it tipped him over the edge. His own climax tore through him, his cock jerking as thick ropes of white spilled across the sheets and their bodies, glistening in the dim light. Will reached down, his palm wrapping around Luke's shaft, stroking him through the final, shattering moments.

      Spent and breathless, they collapsed into each other's arms. After a moment, Will shifted, lowering his head to Luke's chest. Luke stilled as Will carefully lapped up the streaks of semen. It was purposeful, unhurried, and strangely intimate—a gesture that made Luke's chest tighten with something beyond mere physical pleasure.

      Will looked up, his lips curved in a lazy grin. "Not bad," he murmured, eyes still dark with satisfaction.

      They smiled at each other as Will slowly withdrew, his softening cock sliding free. A warm trickle of his release followed and dripped from Luke's pink, stretched entrance. Without hesitation, Will slid a finger through the slickness before bringing it to Luke's lips, grinning when Luke accepted the taste with a smirk.

      They lay in comfortable silence, sticky and sated, their bodies still humming with aftershocks of pleasure. Luke traced idle patterns on Will's chest, savoring this moment of connection—so raw and unfiltered, without the complications that would come in later years. The sweet heaviness of exhaustion settled over them as their breathing slowed, eventually drifting into an exhausted sleep, limbs tangled together like they belonged that way.
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      Luke woke up more than twenty years later, surrounded by the stillness of early morning. Sunlight filtered through sleek blinds, casting long streaks across the modern lines of his bedroom. The room was spacious, impeccably furnished in soft neutrals—white, gray, and charcoal. Every item was carefully chosen, each piece contributing to the understated luxury he'd built around himself. Yet the expensive bed he lay in, with all its high-thread-count sheets and pristine pillows, felt empty.

      The faint hum of the city outside—the distant sound of cars, an occasional horn—was muted against the insulated walls of his penthouse. Perched atop one of the tallest buildings in the city, the place was a rare blend of grandeur and refinement. Twenty years of effort, dedication, and sacrifice had made it possible. Luke had everything he'd once dreamed of.

      His name was etched into the success of his company, a symbol of tireless ambition and sharp instincts that had carried him to the pinnacle of his field. He had built a reputation for turning struggling businesses into thriving enterprises with his vision alone. His face graced the covers of magazines, immaculately dressed in tailored suits, carefully posed to capture the intensity in his eyes.

      Outside, the wide hallway displayed framed photos of his family: his wife, Julia, with her timeless beauty and poised smile, and their two teenage children. They'd met in his late twenties, and he remembered how he had been drawn to her quiet elegance and grounded nature. She was a wonderful mother to their two kids, a daughter and a son who carried hints of his dark hair and her softer features. The walls were adorned with perfectly curated moments, smiles from various family vacations and celebrations. But to Luke, they felt more like placeholders, reminders of a role he was supposed to play.

      With a quiet sigh, Luke sat up, running a hand over his face, his fingers brushing the roughness of his jawline. Time had left its marks: a few strands of gray at his temples, faint lines near his eyes etched by years of long nights and early mornings. His face exuded confidence and success, even a touch of wisdom, but in the stillness of dawn, the mask he wore every day felt heavy.

      The penthouse, with all its luxury, only amplified his solitude. Julia had long since retreated to her own room down the hall, favoring comfort over closeness. The shift had been gradual—first with her taking up late-night reading, then nights when she simply fell asleep with the kids, until nights apart turned into a routine. Now, he rarely saw her before breakfast, their lives running on parallel tracks within the same walls.

      His children, too, were growing distant. Still young enough to need him but old enough to begin that quiet withdrawal, they had carved out their own worlds, drifting away into their own private spaces and silent secrets. Luke knew they loved him, but lately, their interactions felt formal, as though he was more an authority figure than a father they confided in.

      Leaning back against the plush headboard, Luke stared up at the ceiling, the weight of his loneliness pressing against his chest. It was odd, he thought, how he had once been so eager to build this life, only to find himself a stranger in it. He had everything he'd aimed for—a thriving career, a luxurious home, a family. On the surface, it was everything he'd wanted. Yet, as he lay there, gazing into the empty corners of his vast, beautiful bedroom, it all felt hollow.

      There were memories—faint whispers of a time when his nights had felt warmer, when intimacy had come without words, only the quiet comfort of another's presence beside him. Those moments had been rare and fleeting, but they were real. For years, he had buried them beneath layers of work, duty, and propriety. But now, in the dim morning light, they resurfaced, haunting him with an ache he couldn't quite name.

      He swung his legs out of bed, his feet hitting the cool marble floor as he crossed the room to the window. Below him, the city stretched out, busy and indifferent, just like his life had become. The muted sounds of early traffic filtered up from far below, a distant soundtrack to his thoughts. He pressed his palm against the glass, feeling the chill against his skin—a stark contrast to the warmth of the memory that had visited him in his dreams.

      Twenty years. Two decades of carefully constructed walls and intentional choices that had led him here, to this pristine prison of his own making. The man he'd once been—the one who'd known such raw, unfiltered pleasure in another man's arms—seemed like a stranger now. Yet somewhere beneath the tailored suits and board meetings, that part of him still existed, muffled but persistent, waiting for a chance to breathe again.
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      Luke felt a strange blend of anticipation and nervousness bubble up inside him as he stared at his computer screen, the search results flashing before him. He'd spent weeks scrolling through dozens of online profiles, sifting through advertisements and reviews in search of someone who could fill the empty space he'd been carrying for so long. He wasn't just searching for physical attraction anymore—he wanted someone who could challenge his isolation, someone to push the boundaries he had carefully erected around himself.

      The faces on the profiles were a blur, most of them too polished, too rehearsed. Luke wasn't looking for perfection, at least not the glossy kind. No, he wanted someone real, someone who could have been a mechanic or a laborer, whose body was sculpted by hard work rather than gym routines. He didn't need a pretty face, just a man whose presence could fill the silence in his life—a palpable, grounded masculinity that didn't just talk about confidence but let Luke feel it with every word.

      But as the pages scrolled by, frustration grew. Promising profiles led to disappointing conversations. None of the men felt like the right fit; when Luke reached out to them, there was always something off. Either their voices didn't match their appearance, or the exchanges lacked spark, leaving Luke wondering if he was simply wasting his time. He needed more.

      Then, after weeks of futile searching, Luke came across an old gay magazine tucked away on a shelf in his study. It wasn't glossy or slick, just an independent publication with ads from real people—less glitz, more grit. He skimmed the pages, still distracted by the thought of the man who might finally give him the raw connection he'd been seeking.

      One ad caught his attention. The accompanying picture wasn't extraordinary—a man with dark, slightly messy hair, his face partially obscured by shadow—but his build stood out. He was massive: broad shoulders, a muscled torso that hinted at years of hard labor, and abs that seemed carved from stone. Rugged, raw, commanding.

      The description underneath the photo was direct: 6 ft 4, muscled top. Bi guy, hung thick and hard, shoots multiple loads, into dom/sub, verbal, kink, and other scenes you have in mind. Friendly and easy to talk to. First-timers welcome.

      Luke's heart raced as he read the ad again. This could be it. This could be the man who could provide the genuine connection he was looking for, someone who could challenge his desire for control, yet offer the comfort of real human touch—something more than the distant affections he was used to. The description felt honest, direct, no pretenses, which was exactly what he wanted.

      The magazine felt heavy in his hands as he stared at the ad, memorizing every detail. This wasn't just about finding physical release—it was about connecting with a part of himself he'd buried so deep he sometimes wondered if it still existed. The man in the photo represented possibility, a doorway back to feelings he'd convinced himself were better left in the past.

      Luke set the magazine down and picked up his phone, then put it back down. His hands were trembling slightly. What was he doing? He was a successful businessman, a husband, a father. He had responsibilities, a reputation to maintain. But even as these thoughts raced through his mind, he felt the pull of something stronger—a need so fundamental it made his chest ache.

      He walked to the window of his study, looking out at the city lights beginning to twinkle in the gathering dusk. From here, he could see the building where his office was located, the place where he spent most of his waking hours. Success had a price, and he'd paid it willingly, but lately it felt like he'd given up too much.

      Returning to his desk, Luke tore out the page with deliberate care, as if preserving something precious. His stomach twisted with nerves as he reached for the phone again. He wasn't used to this—reaching out to a stranger made him directly vulnerable—but he knew he needed to take the leap.

      The phone rang twice before switching to voicemail.

      "Damn it," Luke muttered, ready to hang up, but then the recorded voice stopped him. Deep, commanding, and reassuring all at once, it said: Hey, this is Evan. Leave your name and tell me what you're looking for. I'll get back to you as soon as I can.

      Luke paused, finger hovering over the end call button. Was he really doing this? The words felt harder than he'd imagined. The tension in his chest mounted, but he spoke slowly, carefully:

      "Hey, uh, this is Luke. I'm looking for something specific—someone experienced. I saw your ad, and, well, it sounds like you might be what I'm looking for. I'm just trying to figure things out. If you're interested, give me a call back."

      He clicked the phone off before he could second-guess himself. His palms were sweaty as he stared at the screen. This wasn't just about finding someone who fit the description—it was about feeling heard, feeling seen. For the first time in years, he hoped the person on the other end of that call could help him connect with a side of himself he had buried far too long.

      Staring at the empty screen, he couldn't help but wonder what would happen next. Would this lead to something more than a fleeting moment? Or would it be just another lonely, unsatisfying experience in a life that had become so disconnected from everything he had once desired?

      He didn't know. But for the first time in a long time, he was willing to find out.

      Luke's phone buzzed, jolting him from his thoughts. He hadn't expected a response so quickly, especially not within the hour. Heart pounding, he picked up, half-expecting the line to drop before he could answer.

      "Hello?" His voice was tentative, almost unsure.

      The voice on the other end was steady, deep, and resonant. "Hi, this is Evan. I understand you're looking for an appointment."

      There was something about Evan's voice that instantly put Luke at ease, even as it stirred something deeper, a thrill of excitement he hadn't felt in years. Swallowing hard, Luke forced himself to answer, aiming to keep his tone casual despite the anticipation building in his chest. "Yeah, I am. I'm looking for someone dominant but patient... someone who's comfortable working with a beginner."

      "No problem," Evan replied, his tone calm and steady. "I'm good with first-timers. We'll take it slow, and I won't push you into anything you're not ready for."

      Luke exhaled, some of his tension easing. Evan's voice was warm, but there was a grounding weight to it. Here was someone who sounded like he knew exactly what he was doing, someone who could handle whatever Luke threw his way. The reassurance in Evan's words felt real, like he truly cared about making this experience both comfortable and exhilarating.

      "So, what kind of scene are you looking for?" Evan asked, his voice dropping just a notch, adding a layer of intrigue.

      Luke hesitated, unsure how much to share right away. His mind raced through countless scenarios, images he'd pushed aside for years. It was both exciting and terrifying to voice them aloud, but he knew he'd have to be honest if he wanted this experience to mean anything.

      He cleared his throat. "I... I guess I want someone who can help me explore a different side of myself. Someone who won't rush things, but also won't hold back when I'm ready. I want to see just how far I can go."

      The line was silent for a brief moment, and Luke worried he'd gone too far. But Evan's voice returned, calm and reassuring. "I can do that. We'll start slow, see what you're comfortable with, and take it from there. I'll help you push those boundaries, but only when you're ready."

      Luke felt a wave of relief wash over him. There was no judgment in Evan's voice, only a quiet confidence that somehow felt like an anchor. It made him feel safe, as though he was in good hands.

      For several minutes, they discussed Luke's desires and expectations. Evan asked thoughtful questions, guiding Luke through the conversation without prying. He listened attentively, acknowledging Luke's fantasies without the slightest hint of surprise or impatience. For the first time, Luke felt understood. His often-suppressed desires were brought to light in a way that felt liberating.

      Evan explained they'd cover every aspect before starting. "You know, this won't come cheap," he said finally, his tone steady but straightforward. "But I'll make sure it's worth it. We'll arrange it exactly how you want, and you won't have to worry about time."

      Luke nodded to himself, already feeling the pull. Evan's professionalism and quiet understanding gave him confidence. They agreed on a price, and though it was higher than Luke had hoped, he felt certain it would be worth every cent if Evan delivered on his promises.

      They talked logistics, with Evan laying out the preparations in clear, deliberate terms. His instructions were precise, almost clinical, yet they carried an undercurrent of care. "When we meet, I want you to be fully ready," he said, his tone firm but encouraging. "This is about giving you the experience you've been longing for, so let's make sure it's done right."

      Luke listened intently as Evan explained the mental and physical steps he'd need to take. Each suggestion was framed with care, easing Luke's nerves and grounding him in the process. Evan's methodical approach felt more like a carefully choreographed dance, each step drawing Luke further into the promise of this new world.

      "You'll need to book a hotel room," Evan continued, "somewhere you feel completely at ease—no distractions, just focus."

      Luke's heart raced at the thought, the finality of it settling in. This was real—a door he was about to open.

      Evan's voice softened. "Just remember, you're in control. I'll guide you, but we'll only go as far as you're comfortable. When you're ready, give me the room details and time, and I'll be there."

      In the days leading up to the appointment, Luke savored every small preparation. Each detail felt like a step toward something thrilling and transformative.

      And for the first time in a long while, he felt a sense of purpose, a spark of excitement that went beyond anything he'd experienced before.

      For the next week, Luke's thoughts constantly circled around his upcoming encounter with Evan. Excitement and nerves churned together, bouncing between fantasy and doubt.

      What if Evan didn't show? What if he didn't live up to the expectation?

      Luke barely knew him, after all, and he couldn't be sure this wasn't some elaborate scam. But every time he let himself dwell on these thoughts, he would glance back at Evan's ad, now creased and softened from over-handling. The words seemed to hold a promise, a whispered hint of what he'd been longing for.

      Friday night finally arrived.

      Luke double-checked the details Evan had left in the message hours earlier, letting the thrill wash over him one last time as he prepped the hotel room. He carefully placed half the payment in $100 bills on the nightstand, as they'd agreed, then stocked the mini-fridge with a few beers, remembering Evan's offhand mention.

      All the little rituals Evan had instructed—the plug exercises, the abstinence—had pushed him to the edge of his patience, anticipation simmering as he imagined what would happen tonight.

      An hour earlier, Luke had rolled a joint to calm his nerves. The familiar scent wrapped around him as he took a few deep drags, the haze softening the edges of his anxiety. It felt like the perfect prelude to the evening—dreamlike, weightless, a step into a world where rules didn't apply.

      After one last look in the mirror, he turned off the lights, leaving only the faint glow from the bathroom to cast a warm, golden hue across the room.

      Now ready, he stripped down and knelt beside the bed as Evan had instructed. His pulse raced, every passing second heightening both his tension and his resolve. The weight of anticipation pressed against his chest, making each breath deep and conscious. This moment of waiting—vulnerable, exposed, and suspended between his old life and whatever lay ahead—was almost as intoxicating as what was to come.

      The clock struck 9:00, and the sound of footsteps in the hall grew louder. Luke held his breath as the doorknob turned, the door slowly swinging open to reveal a shadowed figure stepping inside. The dim light highlighted the man's imposing form—tall, broad-shouldered, his presence effortlessly commanding.

      Evan's face came into view, more striking than Luke had imagined.

      Ruggedly handsome, his dark curls framed a chiseled jaw, and his steel-blue eyes gleamed with quiet intensity. He wore a half-unbuttoned red flannel shirt that revealed a hint of chest hair, well-worn jeans hugging his muscular thighs, and scuffed construction boots. Every detail seemed pulled straight from Luke's fantasies. A tattoo on his forearm—"USMC"—added an edge of disciplined strength, a hint at a past both unyielding and mysterious.

      Dropping a battered backpack by the door, Evan's gaze swept the room. He paused briefly at the stack of cash on the nightstand, pocketing it with practiced ease. Then his eyes landed on Luke, who knelt obediently by the bed, heart pounding in his chest.

      For a moment, Evan's expression was unreadable. Then the faintest grin tugged at the corner of his mouth, softening into something appraising, almost kind.

      In a low, commanding voice, he asked, "You ready to be my boy?"

      "Yes," Luke replied, his voice steady but just above a whisper.

      Evan stepped closer, his boots heavy against the carpet, until he stood directly in front of Luke. Reaching down, he cupped Luke's chin with firm yet gentle fingers, tilting his face upward.

      The touch sent a charge through Luke, grounding him while igniting something deeper. Evan's presence filled the room, quieting the chaotic buzz in Luke's mind until the world narrowed to just the two of them.

      "We'll start easy," Evan murmured, his tone laced with quiet authority. "You tell me if it's too much. Understand?"

      "Yes," Luke managed, his voice trembling slightly.

      Evan's gaze sharpened. "That's Sir to you."

      Luke swallowed hard, the weight of the moment pressing down on him. "Yes, Sir."

      Evan's eyes gleamed with approval, his faint smile curving into something more wanton. His fingers tightened ever so slightly on Luke's chin. "That's better, boy. You will learn."
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      Evan glanced around the room, spotting a couple of rolled joints on the end table. "Hey, Luke," he said, gesturing to the table. "Why don't you get one of those ready? Let's chill for a bit."

      Luke picked up a joint, doing his best to look calm as he flicked the lighter.

      "Sure thing," he muttered shyly, steadying the flame until the tip caught. He handed it to Evan, his eyes watching the latter’s face closely.

      Evan took it with a nod, inhaling deeply. "Good stuff," he murmured, holding the smoke in his lungs for a moment before exhaling in a slow stream. "Come here," he said, motioning to the floor in front of him. "Kneel."

      Luke blinked but obeyed, lowering himself onto the carpet as Evan turned a chair backward and straddled it.

      "Closer, boy," Evan ordered with a crooked grin. "Now, open up."

      Luke leaned forward, unsure but intrigued, his mouth opening slightly. Evan took another long toke before holding Luke's head gently with one hand and exhaling a steady plume of smoke toward him.

      "Inhale, Luke," he said, his voice soft but commanding.

      Luke closed his eyes and breathed in deeply, letting the warm haze wash over him.

      "That's it," Evan murmured approvingly. "Take it all."

      Luke exhaled slowly, a faint smile forming on his lips. "Not bad," he said, meeting Evan's eyes.

      Evan chuckled, rising to his feet and planting a boot on the chair, leaning down toward Luke with a playful smirk. "You think you're ready for more?" he teased, his tone dripping with challenge.

      Luke nodded, his nerves beginning to ebb.

      "Yeah," he replied quietly. "Let's keep going."

      Evan grinned. "Let's see. Come here and untie my boots with your mouth—no hands. Show me how eager you are."

      Luke hesitated for a split second, then bent down. The worn leather of Evan's boots carried a scent of earth and sweat, intoxicating in its rawness. Luke's teeth found the heavy laces, tugging them loose with tentative care.

      As he worked, Evan rested a hand on Luke's head, his voice a low growl. "Lick them. Show me how much you want this."

      That command sent Luke's head spinning. His tongue traced the curve of the boots, tasting the rugged leather as his inhibitions dissolved.

      "Good boy," Evan murmured, combing Luke's hair with his fingers. "You're my deviant puppy, aren't you?"

      "Yes, Sir." Luke looked up and whispered, his voice trembling with eagerness, his mouth dripping and wet.

      "Come here," Evan said, his tone softening as he held Luke's face firmly, leaning in close. "Open your mouth," he ordered, his steel-blue eyes piercing as they locked onto Luke's.

      Luke obeyed, and Evan spat a thick wad directly down his throat.

      "Swallow," he commanded.

      Luke gagged slightly but managed, overwhelmed.

      Evan chuckled at Luke's reaction, then lifted one bare foot, pressing it against Luke's lips. "Let's see how good that mouth is," he said, his voice dripping with authority.

      Luke hesitated only for a moment before opening his mouth, letting Evan's toes slide past his lips. Evan had really large feet, solid and perfectly formed with just a wisp of hair on top. Each digit was thick and firm, the faint musk of sweat mixing with the earthy scent of leather. Luke's tongue flicked over each toe, savoring the gritty texture as if in a trance.

      "Good boy," Evan said, his tone equal parts praise and mockery. "You like that, don't you?"

      "Yes, Sir," Luke replied between licks, his voice muffled but eager.

      Evan pressed both feet against Luke's chest, applying enough force to make Luke feel the weight of his powerful legs.

      "You're lucky I'm in the mood for a good boy like you," Evan said, his grin widening.

      The pressure against his chest made Luke's breath catch. He could feel Evan's strength in that simple gesture, the controlled power that could easily overwhelm him if Evan chose. The thought sent a shiver of excitement through him, making him acutely aware of how completely he'd surrendered control.

      Evan stood over Luke, his broad shoulders and muscled frame casting a dominating shadow. Straddling Luke's face, he leaned in close, his jeans pressing firmly against Luke's lips.

      "Show me how much you want it," Evan growled, grinding his groin against Luke's face.

      A soft moan escaped Luke as the heat and pressure ignited his senses. He nibbled and licked at the denim, teasing the growing bulge beneath.

      "Go on," Evan urged, his voice thick with desire. "Use that mouth. Show me."

      Trembling, Luke's teeth found the zipper, tugging it down slowly as the bulge grew even more pronounced. He glanced up, catching the faint smirk on Evan's lips as he unbuckled his black leather belt.

      With willful ease, Evan dragged the belt across Luke's cheek, the cold steel studs and supple leather brushing against his skin.

      The tension mounted as Evan peeled off his jeans, revealing strong, sweat-slick thighs. His thick arousal jutted from beneath the hem of his flannel shirt, and Luke's breath hitched.

      Evan was the embodiment of raw masculinity—his long, sturdy legs dusted with fine hair that shimmered with sweat, and a body honed by hard labor and unyielding discipline. Every inch of him was solid, unrelenting.

      Evan stepped closer and wrapped his muscled thighs around Luke's head, guiding him downward. "Start here," he commanded, his tone brooking no argument yet laced with subtle invitation.

      Luke obeyed, pressing his lips to the firm expanse of Evan's thighs. His tongue traced the hard, corded muscles, savoring the faint saltiness of sweat. He explored every inch, from the defined ridges of Evan's calves to the powerful curve of his quads, breathing in the earthy scent of his skin.

      The musk of a man who hadn't showered in hours clung to him, primal and intoxicating. Luke moaned softly, his tongue venturing higher to tease the thick mound beneath Evan's briefs.

      "Good boy," Evan murmured, his hands resting heavily on Luke's shoulders. "Take it all in."

      Luke's lips worshiped the fabric, tasting and teasing with eager reverence. Evan's thumb brushed over Luke's parted lips, his touch a commanding caress.

      "Open up," he ordered.

      Luke complied, his mouth parting as Evan slid his thumb inside. The motion was slow at first, testing his limits, but quickly grew more insistent. One finger became two, then three, thrusting deeper into Luke's mouth.

      Luke gagged slightly, his throat straining against the intrusion, but he didn't pull back. Evan's free hand cradled the back of his head, a mixture of force and reassurance guiding his movements.

      "You can take it," Evan said, his voice steady and confident. "Just like that."

      Time dissolved as Luke licked, tasted, and submitted, following Evan's every command. Whenever Luke faltered, Evan would ease up, allowing him a moment to breathe before continuing. Sweat dripped from both their bodies, the heat between them growing unbearable.

      Finally, Evan stepped back, his chest heaving as he exhaled deeply.

      "Get me a beer," he instructed, his tone firm yet tinged with affection.

      Luke scrambled to his feet, retrieving a cold bottle from the fridge. As he was about to turn, Evan came up behind him, wrapping his strong arms around Luke's frame. The chill of the beer against Luke's overheated skin made him shiver as Evan's hands roamed across his chest, teasing the hardened peaks of his nipples.

      Evan nuzzled against Luke's neck, his tongue tracing slow, feather-light lines along the curve of Luke's ear. The firm press of Evan's arousal against Luke's backside was undeniable, its heat seeping through the fabric of their briefs.

      Turning Luke around, Evan plucked the beer from his hands and gestured to his shirt. "Undo it," he said softly.

      Luke's fingers moved with reverence, unfastening the flannel one button at a time. With each clasp undone, more of Evan's chiseled chest came into view—broad, powerful, and glistening with sweat.

      Evan's dark, taut nipples stood out against his sun-kissed skin. Luke's gaze lingered, drinking in the sight as Evan shrugged off the shirt, letting it fall to the floor. Somehow, in that moment, Evan had shed his briefs, standing gloriously naked—a vision of raw, unapologetic power.

      Evan held the cold beer bottle to Luke's flushed face, brushing it against his cheeks before trailing it down his damp chest. The contrast of icy glass against fevered skin sent jolts through Luke's overstimulated nerves. The condensation from the bottle left glistening trails across his skin, mingling with sweat in rivulets that Evan watched with undisguised appreciation.

      Picking up the discarded flannel shirt, Evan wiped the sweat from Luke's brow, letting him inhale the mingled scent of leather and musk clinging to the fabric. Slowly, he toweled them both down, his movements meaningful, savoring the intimacy of their shared moment.

      The room fell silent, broken only by the sound of their ragged breaths. Evan took a swig from the beer, then leaned in, pressing a deep, commanding kiss to Luke's lips.

      The cold tang of beer mingled with the heat of their mouths as Evan shared the brew, passing it between them in a kiss that left Luke trembling. Their bodies pressed together, sweat-slicked skin and hardened arousals grinding against each other in a rhythm that erased all else.

      Breaking the kiss, Evan's hands gripped Luke's waist, his voice a low, possessive growl. "You're mine tonight."

      Luke met his gaze, eyes alight with devotion and need. "Yes, Sir."
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      Morning sunlight filtered through the blinds as Luke lay still, his thoughts drifting between the past and the present. He couldn’t help but recall that night years ago with Will—wild, intense, and unmoored. Over breakfast the next day, neither Luke nor Will said a word about it. Instead, they slid effortlessly into light conversation about classes and weekend plans, as if the night before had been a dream.

      For Will, Luke guessed, it was just another wild college night—a fleeting adventure, no strings attached. Will had always been open-minded, approaching life as a series of experiences to savor without judgment. But for Luke, it felt like so much more. The intensity of that night, the way he’d surrendered completely to his impulses and desires, left an indelible mark.

      As the years passed, Luke tucked that memory away into a quiet corner of his mind, a secret he rarely revisited but never truly forgot. Lately, though, it had started to resurface, intruding on his daydreams and even his sleep. The thought of exploring that side of himself—the one he’d buried so carefully—was intoxicating. He wanted to relive that wildness, but this time, he craved more. He wanted to push the boundaries of his hidden desires, to explore without restraint.

      There could be no attachments. His wife and kids were his anchor, the life he’d built too important to disrupt. This exploration would have to remain separate, confined to a space where boundaries were clear and safe. He wanted a man who understood that—a man who could embody the rugged masculinity he remembered from that night with Will, but who could take him even further.

      That’s how the idea of hiring an escort had come to him. No strings, no fallout. Just a fantasy brought to life, neatly tucked away from his everyday reality. And yet, last night with Evan had been anything but simple.

      The night had faded into a fragile, shared dawn, one of those rare moments when time seemed suspended. Luke lay there, feeling the warmth of Evan's shoulder against his own and the quiet rhythm of his breathing. It wasn’t just grounding—it felt oddly intimate, more real than anything he’d allowed himself in years. Neither man spoke, the silence grew heavier with each passing second, yet it didn’t feel uncomfortable.

      “Are you up for breakfast?” Evan’s voice finally broke the stillness, as if he, too, sought something normal to steady them both.

      Luke hesitated, then nodded. “Yeah… sure.”

      They ended up at a small diner down the street, the air rich with the aroma of freshly brewed coffee and sizzling bacon. To Luke’s surprise, the usual anxiety he felt about being seen in public with Evan was nowhere to be found. Instead, he found himself oddly at ease as he watched Evan study the menu with a kind of relaxed concentration.

      “You’re really into breakfast, huh?” Luke teased, a faint smirk tugging at his lips.

      Evan glanced up, catching the glint of mischief in Luke’s eyes. “You’re not allowed to judge, Mr. Latte-Every-Morning.”

      Luke chuckled, his guard slipping in a way that felt alarmingly natural. “That’s different. Coffee’s a necessity. You’re just stalling.”

      Evan raised an eyebrow, leaning in slightly. “Maybe I just like taking my time. Ever think of that?”

      The low, teasing note in Evan’s voice sent a shiver through Luke. His face warmed, and he hid it by reaching for his coffee.

      “So, tell me,” Evan said, steering the conversation to safer ground—or so Luke thought. “What does a day in Luke’s life look like? Besides the lattes, I mean.”

      Luke hesitated, unsure how much he wanted to reveal. “It’s not as exciting as you’d think. Meetings, phone calls, spreadsheets.”

      Evan laughed. “Sounds… thrilling.”

      “Hey,” Luke shot back. “Some of us aren’t out there living the untethered life.”

      Evan’s smile faltered for a moment, something unspoken flashing in his eyes. “Untethered,” he echoed, his voice softening. “You say it like it’s freeing, but it’s not always that simple.” He looked down at his coffee, his tone quiet but weighted. “Sometimes you give things up and don’t even realize what you’ve lost until it’s too late.”

      The words hit Luke harder than he expected. He’d imagined Evan’s life as thrilling, free of obligations and consequences, but hearing this made him wonder. Luke felt the weight of his own choices, his carefully constructed world, shift in his mind.

      Not wanting to linger on the thought, Luke nodded toward the plates the waitress had just set down. “Guess we’re both pretty good at hiding things,” he said quietly, watching Evan’s reaction.

      Evan shrugged, cutting into his food. “Maybe that’s why we get along so well.” His tone was light, but his words carried a deeper truth that neither of them acknowledged outright.

      Conversation flowed easily after that. Luke found himself laughing at Evan’s dry humor, appreciating the warmth behind his biting sarcasm. It felt… real, effortless. He realized, with a pang, he could stay here with Evan all day, sharing pieces of themselves over coffee and eggs.

      “I never thought I’d say this,” Luke admitted, breaking the rhythm of their banter. “But… this feels nice.”

      Evan studied him with a faint smile. “Yeah? ‘Nice’… I’ll take that.”

      For a moment, Luke thought Evan might say something more, something that would shift the fragile balance they’d created. But Evan only set down his fork, his gaze steady.

      “So,” he asked, his tone deceptively casual, “what do you do when you’re not… doing this?”

      Luke’s chest tightened. He knew he should keep things simple, brush it off. But Evan’s eyes held a quiet intensity, pulling something from him he wasn’t sure he wanted to share.

      “I have… a family,” Luke said finally, his voice barely above a whisper. He braced himself for Evan’s reaction.

      There was a pause, but Evan’s face didn’t change. “I kind of figured.”

      “You did?”

      Evan shrugged. “You’ve got that look.”

      Luke frowned. “What look?”

      “The one that says, ‘I’m here, but I’m really not.’” Evan’s voice was calm, understanding, and without judgment. “I’m guessing your wife doesn’t know about… this part of you?”

      Luke shook his head, shame curling in his gut. “No. She doesn’t.”

      Evan nodded as if he’d expected that. “Makes sense.”

      The silence that followed felt heavier than before. For the first time in years, Luke felt exposed, vulnerable in a way that made him want to run—and stay. He felt drawn to Evan, in a way that felt uncomfortably close to longing.

      “I don’t know why I’m telling you all this,” he murmured, more to himself than to Evan.

      Evan leaned back, watching him with that familiar mix of warmth and detachment. “Maybe because you need to. Sometimes it’s easier to open up to someone who doesn’t expect anything from you.”

      The simplicity of Evan’s words struck Luke deeply. He looked down at his coffee, thoughts churning. They had shared something raw, but he knew it couldn’t last. This morning was fleeting. Brief, intense—and destined to end. And yet, the idea of walking away from it filled him with a strange, quiet dread.

      Evan seemed to sense his retreat. “You don’t have to explain yourself, Luke,” he said softly, a sigh trailing his words. “You’re allowed to want things… even if you can’t have them forever.”

      The truth of that settled over them, unspoken but deeply understood.

      Luke forced himself to look up, searching for the right words to break the heaviness between them. He needed to shift the mood, to reestablish the boundaries they both knew couldn’t be crossed.

      “I… I really should get going,” he murmured.

      Evan nodded, his expression carefully neutral. “Yeah. I get it.”

      But as Luke stood, their eyes met, and something raw and desperate passed between them. He wanted to reach out, to touch Evan, to hold on just a little longer. But he didn’t. Instead, he stepped back, letting the moment hang between them—heavy, unspoken, unfulfilled.

      As Luke turned to leave, he felt an almost physical pull, urging him to turn back. Each step out of the diner was weighted with regret. For hours afterward, that morning lingered in his mind—the warmth of Evan’s laugh, the rare ease he felt by his side. He couldn’t shake it, that brief taste of what it might feel like to be free. To be… himself. And no matter how he tried, he couldn’t deny the truth any longer: he wanted more.
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        * * *

      

      The next evening, Luke found himself texting Evan. He wasn’t entirely sure what he wanted, but he knew he couldn’t leave things as they were. Their conversation began with the usual small talk, but it didn’t take long for them to agree to meet again.

      When Luke opened the door, his heart pounded at the sight of Evan standing there, his expression a mix of welcome and wariness. This time, though, Luke didn’t hesitate. He stepped forward, barely giving Evan time to close the door before pulling him close. His hand slid to Evan’s neck as their lips met.

      Evan responded immediately, his hands gripping Luke’s waist and pulling him closer. The kiss was charged—deeper, more urgent than before—as if they both knew they couldn’t afford to hold back this time. Weeks of tension, denial, and questioning melted away between them. The kiss grew rougher, more desperate, as if they were both afraid to let go.

      Breaking the kiss, Luke looked into Evan’s eyes, his breathing heavy. “I couldn’t stop thinking about this,” he admitted, his voice low, trembling with intensity.

      Evan’s hand lingered on Luke’s face, his thumb brushing his cheek. “Me neither,” he murmured, his gaze unguarded and vulnerable. “But… are you sure?”

      In response, Luke pulled him closer, his hands sliding down Evan’s back. “I’m here, aren’t I?” he whispered, his lips grazing Evan’s neck, feeling the steady pulse beneath his skin. For the first time, Luke felt bold, certain. Being here, touching Evan like this—it felt right in a way he hadn’t expected.

      They moved toward the couch, their hands exploring each other, the tension between them building in slow, deliberate waves. This time, there was no rush. Luke took his time, his fingers tracing every inch of Evan’s skin, his lips following. The moment was tender and intimate, charged with meaning they didn’t speak of but understood instinctively.

      As the night deepened, their passion became wilder, a shared frenzy that felt raw and deeply personal. Luke surrendered fully, embracing a part of himself he had long denied. His movements were sure and deliberate, unburdened by the restraints he had carried for so long. Evan matched his intensity, his touch reverent yet fierce, as if claiming something they both needed.
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        * * *

      

      Afterward, they lay tangled together in comfortable silence, their breaths evening out as they recovered. Luke glanced at Evan, who was watching him with a warmth tinged with something like sadness.

      “That was… intense,” Evan said quietly, a faint smile tugging at his lips.

      “Yeah,” Luke replied, his voice softer than usual. He felt an odd sense of peace, as if he’d finally given himself permission to take what he needed. “Better than I thought it’d be.”

      Evan chuckled lightly, but the moment didn’t lose its weight. They lay quietly, both lost in thought. For Luke, the satisfaction of being with Evan was tempered by the creeping dread of what it meant for his carefully constructed life.

      Evan was the first to break the silence. “I’m not usually one for complications,” he said, his tone light but his eyes serious. “But this… you… you’re something different.”

      Luke turned to him, unsure how to respond. He wasn’t used to hearing words like that—words that hinted at something more. Part of him wanted to deflect, to keep things simple, but he couldn’t deny the truth in Evan’s gaze.

      “I don’t know what this is,” Luke said finally, his voice barely above a whisper. “But I know I don’t want it to end.”

      The admission hung in the space between them, and Luke felt his heart race, both exhilarated and terrified by his own words. He had come here thinking this would be a one-time indulgence, a chance to explore something he’d buried for too long. But now, lying beside Evan, he realized he wanted more.

      Evan shifted, propping himself up on one elbow to meet Luke’s gaze. “I’m not asking for forever,” he said carefully. “But if you want to see where this goes… I’m here.”

      The words lingered in the air, weighted with quiet understanding. They acknowledged a fragile, tentative reality—one neither had expected but both were willing to explore. Luke knew he couldn’t offer Evan a life together, couldn’t make promises beyond these stolen moments. Yet, hearing those words, feeling the warmth of Evan’s touch—it was enough. For now.

      They lay together, sharing soft kisses and hushed conversations that filled the hours until dawn. Evan’s stories from his past, lighthearted anecdotes and memories, drew laughter from Luke and created a closeness that felt as natural as breathing. And for the first time in years, Luke found himself letting go of his guardedness, revealing pieces of himself he had long kept hidden.

      But as the faint light of dawn crept through the windows, the weight of his other life pressed in again. The reality of his family, his obligations—everything he’d worked so hard to maintain—loomed just beyond the fragile bubble they had created.

      Evan seemed to sense the shift. “You don’t have to decide anything right now,” he said softly, his hand brushing gently against Luke’s arm. “Just… be here. With me.”

      Luke nodded, his chest tight with gratitude and uncertainty. For a little while longer, he could hold on to this moment, could exist in this space without the world outside breaking through. They lay in silence, savoring the last moments before morning fully arrived. But even as he held Evan close, Luke couldn’t shake the feeling that this was the start of something far more complicated than he could control.

      When the time came to part, they dressed quietly, their movements slow, deliberate, as if prolonging the inevitable. Their touches lingered, their smiles carrying a bittersweet weight. Though the reality of Luke’s other life loomed heavier with every passing second, he pushed it aside, focusing on the warmth of Evan’s hand in his.
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      The quiet was punctuated by the sounds of zippers and rustling fabric as they packed. Neither quite looked at the other, the tension between them both familiar and strange.

      Luke finally sat back on the bed, cradling his coffee, watching Evan fold a shirt with methodical care. “You’re pretty meticulous,” he said, a half-smile curving his lips. “I don’t think I’ve seen anyone fold a shirt that neatly.”

      Evan paused, glancing over with a faint grin. “Well, now you have,” he replied, amusement flickering in his eyes. “What about you? Do you actually fold anything, or do you just toss it all in?”

      “Toss it in,” Luke admitted, stretching his legs out. “Much more efficient. Besides, it all wrinkles eventually.”

      Evan chuckled softly and sat beside him, their shoulders brushing. “Sometimes I like taking my time,” he said, his voice dropping, rich with meaning.

      Their eyes met, and for a moment, the weight of that statement lingered between them, heavy with unspoken truths. Luke’s pulse quickened, the realization sinking in that their time together was slipping away. There was still so much he wanted to ask, so much he needed to know.

      “Tell me something,” he said, his voice quieter now. “Something you’ve never told anyone.”

      Evan stilled, his expression turning pensive. After a long beat, he said, “Something no one knows?” He hesitated, then let out a soft, almost self-conscious laugh. “All right. I always thought I’d end up doing something completely different from what I’m doing now. Art, maybe. Or music.” He paused, his smile tinged with a bittersweet edge. “But life... well, it had other plans.”

      Luke blinked, taken back. “Art? You never struck me as the artsy type.”

      Evan shrugged, a faint smile tugging at his lips. “Guess that side of me got buried under other things.” He glanced down, momentarily lost in thought, before looking back up. “What about you? Any dreams you never gave a fair shot?”

      “Maybe,” Luke admitted, surprised by his own honesty. He paused, letting the words form, realizing he’d never said this out loud. “I wanted to travel. See things. Never quite got around to it.” He laughed softly, a little self-conscious. “Kept waiting for the right time, I guess.”

      “The right time,” Evan repeated, a trace of something sad in his tone. “Funny how we keep waiting for it, isn’t it?”

      Luke nodded, feeling the weight of the words between them. “Guess timing’s never been my strong suit,” he murmured, glancing at Evan. “If it were, maybe I’d be doing something different this morning. Something… else.”

      Evan’s gaze met his, and Luke saw something vulnerable there, a flicker of uncertainty. “Sometimes it feels like it’s already too late, you know?” Evan said quietly. “Like you’ve already made all the choices, and there’s no going back.”

      Luke’s throat tightened. “But maybe… maybe it’s not too late. For everything.”

      For a moment, neither of them spoke, the unnamed feelings thickening the air between them. Luke felt the urge to reach out, to bridge the gap, but he stopped himself, the complexity of the moment stretching out.

      “So,” Evan said finally, his voice slightly hoarse, “you think we’ll remember this? Years from now?”

      Luke managed a half-smile, trying to lighten the mood. “Depends. How good’s your memory?”

      “Better than you might think.” Evan’s smile was small but genuine. “I don’t think I’ll forget this, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      The words hung there, heavier than they should have been. Luke leaned forward, elbows on his knees, staring at the floor. “Me neither,” he whispered.

      The silence stretched again, filled with the ticking of the clock. Each second was a reminder that time was slipping away, taking the weekend—and this connection—with it.

      “You know,” Evan said slowly, breaking the quiet, “part of me wonders if I could just stop here. Just stay like this, for a while.” He glanced at Luke, his eyes filled with a hesitant hope. “Just… not go back.”

      Luke’s heart pounded, his throat suddenly dry. He felt the urge to agree, to say something that would make Evan stay. But he couldn’t bring himself to do it. “Sometimes,” he said instead, choosing his words carefully, “sometimes things are better left as they are. You know, without trying to change them.”

      Evan looked at him, a flicker of disappointment crossing his face before he masked it. “Yeah,” he said      softly. “I get that. Just… sometimes it feels like things shouldn’t end.”

      The silence returned, heavy with finality. They both knew that whatever they’d found here, it wasn’t something that would carry back into the real world. And yet, neither seemed willing to let it go just yet.

      “So, what now?” Evan asked, his voice barely audible.

      Luke felt the lump in his throat tighten. “I don’t know,” he said, his voice cracking. “I don’t know what happens next.”

      They looked at each other, the weight of their thoughts unspoken but understood. Whatever this was, it had left a mark neither of them would forget.

      “Maybe…” Luke started, his voice faltering. “Maybe we just… go with it. See where things take us. No expectations.”

      Evan smiled, a sad, accepting smile. “No expectations,” he echoed. “Right.”

      For a few moments, they sat in      silence, letting it speak for them, neither willing to be the first to break it. Finally, Evan stood, reaching for his bag, his movements slow and hesitant.

      Luke felt his heart clench, the reality settling in with every step Evan took. “Evan,” he called, his voice barely steady.

      Evan turned, his eyes soft, filled with something unreadable. “Yeah?”

      Luke swallowed hard, the words fighting their way out. “Don’t… don’t be a stranger.”

      Evan’s smile was small but genuine. “I won’t,” he replied, his voice thick with promises.

      The door was halfway open when Luke just couldn’t hold it back any longer. He didn’t know if it was the finality in Evan’s footsteps or the quiet in the room that made him feel like he was about to lose something important, but the words tumbled out before he had a chance to think them through.

      “Wait. Please. I don’t want this to end here.”

      Evan paused in the doorway, his hand gripping the handle. He didn’t turn around immediately, but Luke saw his shoulders tense, like he was caught off guard. Luke swallowed, his mouth suddenly dry, but now that he’d started, he had to keep going.

      “I don’t want this to just be some weekend thing we look back on and never talk about again.” Luke’s voice sounded raw even to his own ears, and he knew he was taking a risk, letting himself feel this much. But somehow, losing Evan without even trying felt like a worse risk.

      Evan finally turned, and Luke saw the surprise in his eyes. “Are you saying…?” Evan started, then trailed off, his brows furrowing as if he wasn’t sure he’d heard correctly.

      Luke forced himself to meet Evan’s gaze, the vulnerability making him feel almost naked. “I’m saying I want to keep seeing you. Outside of… everything else. Without any professional boundaries or limitations.” He took a shaky breath, feeling as though he were standing on the edge of a cliff. “I want to know who you are when we’re not just meeting in hotel rooms, or pretending this is just casual.”

      For a moment, Evan was silent, processing Luke’s words. His expression softened, a mixture of surprise and something Luke couldn’t quite place—hope, maybe, or disbelief. “You want more than just… this?”

      Luke nodded, a small, rueful smile appearing on his face. “I know it’s a lot to ask. But, yeah, I do.”

      Evan looked down, his face shifting to something deeper, conflicted. “Luke, you have to understand… this changes everything. And I don’t even know what that means for us. There’s a lot at stake.”

      “I know,” Luke replied, his voice steady and earnest. “But I’m willing to take that risk if it means figuring this out with you. I’m not saying I have all the answers, but… I want to find them. With you.”

      Evan’s eyes searched his face, as if weighing the sincerity of Luke’s words. He stepped back into the room, letting the door fall shut, creating an intimacy that made the moment feel even heavier. He looked at Luke, expression thoughtful, hesitant, but undeniably open.

      “You’re serious?” he asked, voice almost a whisper.

      “Dead serious,” Luke answered, his own voice trembling slightly. He took a breath, stepping closer to Evan, bridging the space between them. “This weekend—everything about it—it felt real. Not just something we’ll leave behind and forget. And I don’t want to just forget it.”

      Evan let out a slow breath, his shoulders relaxing. “I feel the same, Luke. And maybe that’s why I’ve been holding back. Because I know this won’t be simple.” He shook his head, half-smiling. “But I can’t deny that there’s something here. Something worth trying for.”

      Luke’s heart leapt. For a moment, neither of them spoke, letting the unnamed feelings settle around them.

      Evan’s gaze softened. “If we do this, we take it slow. One step at a time. No pressure to define anything right now, okay?”

      Luke nodded, relief and gratitude flooding him. “That sounds perfect.”

      They stood in silence, the air between them charged with anticipation, a shared understanding that this was a new beginning—fragile but undeniably real. Luke reached out, letting his fingers brush against Evan’s hand, feeling the warmth of his skin.

      Evan stepped closer, closing the distance between them, and Luke felt the electricity of the moment. His hand moved to Evan’s cheek, gently guiding him nearer until their lips met in a kiss. This one was different—deeper, more meaningful, carrying the weight of a promise neither dared to voice.

      When they finally pulled back, Evan’s hand lingered on Luke’s arm, as though reluctant to let go. “I don’t know where this is going to take us,” he murmured, “but I’m here for it. For however long it lasts.”

      Luke’s chest swelled with happiness, tinged with a quiet disbelief that this was actually happening. “Same here,” he replied softly. “I just… I don’t want to let you go.”

      Evan’s eyes glimmered, warm and reassuring. “Then don’t.” A faint smirk played on his lips, a flicker of mischief breaking through. “It’s not like I’m running out the door.”

      Luke chuckled, the tension melting away as the seriousness of the moment softened into something lighter. “Well, that’s a relief. Guess I’ll have to find other ways to make sure you stick around.”

      “Oh, really?” Evan raised an eyebrow, his tone teasing. “Got any plans in mind?”

      Luke grinned, emboldened by the shift in mood. “Plenty. But you’ll have to stick around to find out.”

      Their laughter filled the room, a shared melody that chased away the weight of uncertainty. For a moment, there were no lingering questions or unspoken fears—just the joy of being together and the hope for whatever lay ahead.

      Evan sobered slightly, taking a deep breath. “I meant it, though. I don’t want this to just be a fling. I want to get to know you. Really know you.”

      Luke nodded, a warmth spreading through his chest. “Then let’s do it. Slowly, like you said. I’m not going anywhere.”

      They shared another kiss, unhurried and tender, a silent promise of the journey they were embarking on. When they finally parted, their eyes met, and the look they exchanged said everything they couldn’t quite put into words.

      As Evan turned to open the door, he paused, glancing back at Luke. “Next weekend?”

      Luke smiled, his heart lifting with hope. “Next weekend sounds perfect.”

      Evan gave a small nod, a soft smile playing on his lips as he stepped out. The door closed quietly behind him, leaving Luke standing in the now-empty room. But the silence wasn’t heavy this time—it felt like the calm before something new and exciting. It wasn’t clear, it wasn’t simple, but it was real.

      Luke exhaled slowly, letting the moment settle. The weekend might have ended, but for the first time, it didn’t feel like an ending. It felt like a beginning.

      As he began packing his things, a smile crept onto his face, and he caught himself already counting down the days until next weekend.

      This time, there would be no waiting for the perfect moment—because the perfect moment was now. And for the first time in a long time, Luke felt like he was exactly where he was meant to be.
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      What you’ve witnessed is only the result—the first daring choice that ignited temptation is still waiting to be revealed…
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        The First Temptation

      

      

      Luke Carter had always known exactly who he was supposed to be.

      As the eldest son of the Carter family, responsibility was stitched into his very being, woven into his life from the moment he could understand words. His father ran a successful construction business, his mother managed the perfect home, and Luke was being nurtured to one day follow in his father’s footsteps.

      Hard work, discipline, and family—those were the pillars of his upbringing, immovable and absolute.

      But no one ever told him what to do when he felt something that didn’t fit neatly into the life he was supposed to lead.

      It was the summer before his senior year of high school when it happened. A new worker had been hired at his father’s construction company—Jeremy Reed, a college student working for the summer. Jeremy was twenty-one, all broad shoulders, an easy grin, and sun-kissed skin that made him look like he belonged to the sky instead of the ground.

      He was nothing like the polished businessmen Luke’s father did deals with. Jeremy was rough around the edges, his hands calloused from labor, and confidence oozed effortlessly from him. And from the first moment Luke saw him, something inside him shifted, like a thread pulled tight or a note struck just slightly off-key.

      At first, he convinced himself it was merely admiration. Jeremy was an ideal role model and everything Luke wanted to be—free, unburdened, untethered to expectations.

      But admiration didn’t explain the way his pulse quickened when Jeremy clapped him on the back, the warmth of his touch lingering long after he pulled away. It didn’t explain the way Luke’s gaze kept betraying him, catching on the sharp cut of Jeremy’s jaw, the slope of his throat, the way his tanned skin gleamed with sweat under the midday sun.

      And it sure as hell didn’t explain the way his stomach dropped the day Jeremy caught him looking.
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      It was late afternoon, and the air was thick with heat, the kind that settled on skin and refused to let go. The scent of sawdust and sunbaked metal filled the construction site, the distant clatter of machinery echoing through the lot. Luke had been sent to drop off lunch at one of the sites—his father’s idea of “learn the business from the ground up,” which mostly meant playing errand boy.

      Jeremy was perched on the back of a truck, sipping from a water bottle. Bads of sweat traced lazy paths down his neck, catching the sunlight.

      Luke swallowed hard and forced himself forward, trying to focus on anything but the way Jeremy’s forearms flexed when he wiped the sweat from his brow.

      “Your dad sent you on lunch duty again?” Jeremy asked, a playful smirk on his face.

      Luke managed a chuckle. “Apparently, carrying sandwiches is an essential part of leadership.”

      “Sounds about right.” Jeremy laughed, shaking his head. “Carter men start at the bottom, huh?”

      Luke nodded, setting the bag of food down. The job should have been done, nothing left to stay for, but when he looked up, Jeremy was watching him—not in a casual way, but like he had noticed something Luke didn’t want him to. As if he saw something that was better left hidden. Jeremy’s gaze flickered down, just for a second, before meeting Luke’s eyes again. A pause. A knowing look. A test.

      Luke's stomach flipped. His skin burned under the weight of that look, a heat that had nothing to do with the summer sun. He averted his gaze quickly, heart pounding.

      It wasn’t real. He must have imagined it.

      But for the rest of the afternoon, he couldn’t shake the feeling that Jeremy had seen right through him.
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        * * *

      

      From that day on, it was different.

      Jeremy was never cold, nor was he distant. But there was a sharpness to the way he looked at Luke now, like he was waiting for something. Like he expected something of Luke.

      And Luke? He hated how much he liked it.

      Every moment between them felt electric, charged with a buzz Luke wasn’t sure was good for him. When Jeremy handed him a bottle of water, their fingers brushed—a small thing, but the touch sent a jolt through Luke’s whole body. When Jeremy cracked a joke, his smirk lingered a second too long, eyes lingering, scheming. When Luke walked past, he felt Jeremy’s gaze on him, burning into his skin.

      It was driving him insane.

      Then came the afternoon in the storage shed.

      Luke had been sorting through supplies, counting off inventory for his father. It was mindless, easy work, the kind that usually kept his thoughts quiet. He’d been alone, or so he thought, until the door creaked open behind him. He turned.

      Jeremy.

      Luke’s throat went dry. “Need something?”

      Jeremy leaned against the doorway, arms crossed. “You tell me.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      Jeremy didn’t answer right away. Instead, he stepped inside, and the door clicked shut behind him.

      Luke’s breath hitched. His heartbeat roared in his ears. The air felt different now—thicker, charged, pressing against him.

      Jeremy’s voice was quiet, steady. “You keep looking at me, Carter.”

      Luke’s pulse slammed against his ribs. “I don’t⁠—”

      “You do.” Jeremy took another step closer. “I don’t mind. I just wonder if you even know what you’re doing.”

      Luke felt like he was standing on the edge of a cliff—vast and unknown, staring into something he didn’t fully understand. He should have denied it. He should have laughed it off, walked away, said something dismissive and put distance between them.

      Instead, he did nothing.

      And Jeremy—Jeremy just smiled.

      “Thought so,” he murmured, voice laced with a tone that sounded dangerous, like he knew something Luke didn’t.

      Then, just like that, he turned and walked away, leaving Luke standing there, breathless, confused, and more shaken than he had ever been in his life.
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        * * *

      

      That night, Luke lay awake, staring at the ceiling, replaying every moment in his head.

      Jeremy knew. And worse—he hadn’t been wrong.

      Luke had spent his entire life following the rules, living up to expectations, walking the straight, carefully paved road his family had laid before him. He had a plan—a future, a role to fill.

      And in one afternoon, Jeremy had seen straight through the mask.

      He was terrified.

      But beneath the fear, beneath the shame he was already forcing himself to feel, there was something else. Something darker. Something dangerous.

      He wanted to see Jeremy again.

      And that was the worst part of all.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Luke avoided the work site for as long as he could. He buried himself in errands, meaningless tasks. He pretended the heat didn’t suffocate him, pretended his stomach didn’t twist every time he thought about the way Jeremy had looked at him, the way he had spoken to him.

      But eventually, there was nowhere left to hide. When he finally arrived at the site, he saw Jeremy laughing with another worker, casual and carefree, as if nothing had happened. And that was when Luke realized the truth—Jeremy wasn’t worried about it. Only he was.

      And that terrified him most of all.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        The Right Kind of Life

      

      

      Luke Carter had spent his entire life making the right choices.

      At twenty-three, he was engaged to the perfect woman—Madeline, poised and elegant, exactly the kind of partner his family had always envisioned for him. Together, they were the golden couple, picture-perfect and untouchable. Their future was laid out like a perfectly paved road: a beautiful wedding, a pristine home, a growing family, and his inevitable succession into the Carter business empire.

      It was the life he had always been told he wanted. The life he spent years building.

      So why did it feel like something was missing?
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        * * *

      

      The engagement party was a spectacle of wealth and perfection, held in the grand ballroom of a luxury hotel. Crystal chandeliers bathed the room in a soft golden glow, and the elegant tunes of a string quartet mingled with the soft chatter of the crowd.

      Luke’s mother had spared no expense to ensure that everything was flawless, from the fresh bouquets to the champagne fountains that flowed endlessly. The room was filled with all kinds of people—investors, family friends, socialites. They filled the space like well-dressed ornaments, pressing warm congratulations into his palm.

      “You’re a lucky man.”

      “You’re so perfect for each other.”

      “What a match made in heaven.”

      And he nodded, smiled, agreed, because he was lucky. Wasn’t he?

      At his side, Madeline was radiant. She wore a fitted ivory dress, delicate fingers wrapped around his arm, staring up at him like he was her whole world. Her smile was warm, expectant, brimming with love.

      He smiled back, kissed her cheek, let the flashes of cameras capture the moment. Let the world see how perfect they were.

      But even as he played the part, his eyes kept drifting.

      To him.

      Across the room, leaning against the bar with effortless confidence, was Nathan Porter—an old college acquaintance he hadn’t seen in years, but one who had never quite faded from memory. He was everything Luke wasn’t supposed to want. Tall, broad-shouldered, with an easy smirk and a knowing glint in those sharp blue eyes that always seemed to hold a hint of mischief in them.

      Nathan caught his gaze and raised an eyebrow, tilting his glass in a silent toast.

      Luke looked away immediately, heat creeping up his neck.

      He shouldn’t be thinking about Nathan.

      Not here.

      Not now.
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        * * *

      

      Later that night, after the party had begun to wind down, Luke stepped out onto the balcony, exhaling into the cool night air. His tie felt too tight, his collar suffocating.

      The party continued, distant hums of laughter and clinking glasses drifting into the open space, but it was quieter here. There was a stillness that calmed him, but only for a moment.

      “Running away already?”

      Luke tensed—the voice behind him was unmistakable.

      He turned to find Nathan leaning against the railing, the city lights casting sharp angles across his face. He held a half-empty glass in one hand, watching Luke with that same unreadable expression.

      “I needed some air,” Luke said, keeping his voice steady.

      Nathan smirked. “Big night. Whole future ahead of you.”

      Luke forced a smile. “Yeah.”

      Nathan studied him for a long moment, eyes flicking over him like he was piecing something together, before taking a slow sip of his drink. “You don’t look happy.”

      Luke stiffened. “I’m getting married.”

      “That doesn’t answer my question.”

      Luke exhaled sharply, turning to face the city skyline. “What do you want, Nathan?”

      Nathan was quiet for a beat, then said, “You ever wonder what your life would look like if you hadn’t done everything exactly the way they wanted?”

      Luke’s grip tightened on the railing, the harsh metal cold against his palms. His chest felt tight. “No.”

      Nathan chuckled, low and knowing. “Liar.”

      Luke turned sharply, eyes flashing. “You don’t know anything about my life.”

      Nathan didn’t flinch. “I know you were miserable at school. I know you worked your ass off to be the perfect son, the perfect student, the perfect heir. And I know you’re about to marry a woman who looks good on paper but doesn’t make you happy.”

      Luke’s jaw clenched. “You don’t get to stand there and judge me.”

      “Who’s judging?” Nathan tilted his head. “I’m just wondering… when do you get to choose what makes you happy?”

      Luke’s pulse thundered in his ears. The city stretched endlessly in front of him, open and vast, but he had never felt more trapped.

      “I am happy,” he said.

      Nathan held his gaze for a long moment, searching. And then he smiled—soft, almost sad. “If you say so.”

      He turned and walked away, disappearing into the glow of the ballroom, leaving Luke standing there—breathless, restless, and wondering why the words felt like a lie.
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        * * *

      

      That night, Luke lay in bed next to Madeline, staring at the ceiling. Her soft breathing filled the space between them, but all he could hear was Nathan’s voice.

      When do you get to choose what makes you happy?

      Luke closed his eyes, willing the thought away.

      He had made his choice.

      He had built the right kind of life.

      And he would make himself believe it.
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        * * *

      

      Days passed, but the conversation stuck with him. He threw himself into work, into wedding planning, into the responsibilities that had been laid out for him since childhood. He took Madeline to dinner, attended social events, smiled in all the right places.

      But at night, when he was alone, he thought of Nathan’s words.

      Then one evening, while at his office, he received a message.

      Nathan: Drink?

      Luke stared at the screen, his heart pounding. He shouldn’t reply. He shouldn’t even consider it.

      But his fingers moved before he could stop them.

      Luke: Where?
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        * * *

      

      They met at a quiet bar on the outskirts of town—the kind of place where no one asked questions and no one cared to look too closely. Somewhere Luke wouldn’t be recognized.

      Luke stepped inside, pulse hammering, scanning the dimly lit space until he found him.

      Nathan was already there, infuriatingly relaxed and at ease as always. One arm draped over the back of his chair, fingers curled around a glass of whiskey.

      Luke slid into the seat across from him, his throat dry. “This is a bad idea.”

      Nathan took a slow sip of his drink, watching him over the rim of the glass. “Probably.”

      Luke exhaled, running a hand through his hair. The low hum of conversation filled the space, the clink of ice against glass. Everything felt too quiet, too close.

      “Why did you text me?”

      Nathan shrugged. “Maybe I wanted to see if you’d actually show up.”

      Luke should have walked away then. He should have shaken his head, thrown down some excuse, and left before whatever this was could take shape.

      Instead, he stayed.

      And when Nathan leaned in, gaze dark and knowing, Luke didn’t move away. The air between them stretched tight, heavy.

      “You can lie to yourself, Carter,” Nathan murmured, his voice smooth. “But I know the truth.”

      Luke swallowed hard. “And what’s that?”

      Nathan’s lips quirked. “That you’re still deciding which kind of life you really want.”

      Luke exhaled shakily. He wanted to say Nathan was wrong. That he had chosen. That everything was already set in stone.

      But the words wouldn’t come.

      Because for the first time, he wasn’t sure if they’d be true.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        The Life He Chose

      

      

      Luke Carter had done everything right.

      Years had passed since the engagement party, since Nathan had looked at him and planted the first seed of doubt. Time marched forward, unyielding, until that doubt was buried beneath expectation, beneath obligation, beneath the life he had built brick by careful brick.

      Now, Luke was married. A husband. A father. A man who had shaped his future exactly as expected—one of success, structure, and certainty.

      And yet, on some nights, when the house was silent and he lay in bed beside his sleeping wife, he found himself staring at the ceiling, asking himself the same question he had pushed down for so long:

      Is this the life I really wanted?
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        * * *

      

      It wasn’t that he was unhappy.

      He had built something real, something solid. He loved his children, adored them even. He respected Madeline, admired her the way she moved through the world with effortless grace, the way she carried herself as the perfect wife, mother, and business partner. They were the Carters—people envied them, looked up to them.

      But there were moments.

      Moments that made him feel like a stranger in his own life, watching from the outside as if it belonged to someone else. Moments that were meant to be perfect—laughter ringing through their house, Madeline lovingly by his side. But something was missing, just beneath the surface, just out of reach.

      And then there was tonight.
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        * * *

      

      It started like any other business trip.

      A week in Chicago, packed with meetings, high-stakes negotiations, and dinners with potential clients. The schedule was tight, the hours long, but Luke had long since mastered the art of balancing business with charm. It had become second nature to him.

      Then, on the second night, it happened.

      Dinner had run late. He had shaken hands, exchanged pleasantries, done everything expected of him. He should have went back to his hotel room, should have called home, should have went to bed,

      Instead, he stopped by the hotel bar for a nightcap. He wasn’t expecting company. But then—he saw him.

      Across the dimly lit space, sitting alone at a high-top table, was Mark Ellison.

      Mark had joined the firm a year ago—an ambitious, confident man in his early thirties with sharp features and an even sharper mind. He was the kind of man who exuded quiet confidence without ever needing to demand attention. They had worked together on several deals, exchanged emails, shared tables at corporate events. But never alone. Never like this.

      Mark looked up from his drink, eyes catching Luke’s from across the room. Then, the corner of his mouth lifted into a smirk.

      Luke hesitated. Then, before he could stop himself, he walked over.
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        * * *

      

      “Didn’t peg you as the type to drink alone,” Mark said as Luke slid into the seat across from him.

      Luke huffed a quiet laugh, rolling his glass between his fingers. “Long day.”

      Mark tilted his drink toward him. “Here’s to long days.”

      They clinked glasses, the moment stretching longer than it should. Luke cleared his throat, shifting slightly in his seat. “Didn’t know you were in town for this.”

      Mark shrugged. “Last-minute change of plans. Needed to step in for my boss. But hey, guess that means we finally get a chance to talk outside of a boardroom.”

      Luke nodded, taking a sip of his drink. The whiskey burned, but not enough to ground him. “Guess so.”

      Mark’s gaze flickered over him, unreadable. “You’re different outside of work.”

      “That so?” Luke arched a brow.

      Mark smirked. “Less controlled. Not by much. But enough.”

      Luke swallowed. The words shouldn’t have gotten to him, but they did.

      He glanced down at his glass, watching the way the amber liquid caught the light. “Guess I don’t always have to be the Carter golden boy when I’m out of town.”

      Mark studied him for a long moment, then leaned in slightly, close enough that Luke could catch the faint scent of his cologne. “So, who are you when no one’s watching?”

      Luke exhaled, grip tightening around his glass. “That’s the question, isn’t it?”
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        * * *

      

      They stayed at the bar longer than Luke had planned. They talked about everything—work, life, the ridiculous weight of expectation that came with success. And beneath it all, an undercurrent of something else. Something unsaid but palpable, a quiet pull, humming beneath their words.

      By the time they left, Luke felt it like static in the air.

      Mark walked beside him, steps slow, deliberate. The space between them felt charged—not quite touching, but close enough that Luke was aware of every movement.

      When they reached the elevator, neither of them pressed the button.

      Mark spoke first, voice smooth. “You don’t have to go upstairs yet.”

      Luke’s breath hitched. “Mark⁠—”

      Mark tilted his head slightly, watching him. “Just a drink. In my room. No expectations.”

      Luke’s pulse thundered in his ears. He could walk away. He should walk away.

      But he didn’t.

      And when Mark pressed the elevator button and selected the floor for his room, Luke simply followed.
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        * * *

      

      The room was quiet, dimly lit by the glow of the city skyline filtering through the floor-to-ceiling windows. The distant buzz of traffic below felt muted, distant.

      Luke stood near the minibar, drink in hand, while Mark leaned against the dresser, watching him.

      Neither of them spoke at first. Then, slowly, Mark set his glass down and crossed the space between them. He stopped just close enough that Luke could feel the heat of him, the invisible pull that had been there all night.

      “You don’t have to be afraid of this,” Mark murmured.

      Luke swallowed. “I’m not afraid.”

      Mark smiled, slow and knowing. “Then why do you look like you’re about to run?”

      Luke let out a shaky breath. “Because I know what this is.”

      Mark’s voice softened. “And what’s that?”

      Luke met his gaze, something raw tightening in his chest. He forced the words out, even as they scraped against something deep inside him. “A line I can’t cross.”

      Mark studied him for a moment, then nodded. He took a step back, giving Luke space. “Then I won’t push.”

      Luke exhaled, his shoulders sagging. “I should go.”

      Mark smiled, not unkindly. “Yeah. You should.”

      Luke lingered for a moment longer. Then, without another word, he set his glass down and walked out.
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        * * *

      

      Back in his own room, Luke sat on the edge of the bed, running a hand over his face.

      He had made his choice years ago.

      He had built the right kind of life.

      But tonight, for the first time, he truly understood what he had sacrificed to keep it.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Luke avoided Mark at breakfast, avoided his own reflection in the hotel mirror. He went through the week trying to push away the pressing feeling in his chest, attending meetings and charming clients and doing his best to not let his thoughts distract him. On the flight home, he closed his eyes and tried to erase it all from his memory—the weight of that night, the way Mark gazed at him, the ache of something unspoken, unfinished.

      He kissed Madeline when he walked through the door, played with his kids, and sat down for dinner like nothing had happened.

      But something had happened.

      Not an affair. Not a betrayal.

      But a realization.

      A crack in the foundation of a life he had convinced himself was unshakable.

      And deep down, Luke knew. That crack would only grow.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Buried but Not Forgotten

      

      

      Luke Carter had always been good at burying things.

      Regret. Desire. The ache of something he had never allowed himself to name. He had learned at an early age how to push those feelings down, how to lock them away in the neat compartments of his mind, hidden beneath responsibility and expectation.

      But time had a way of unearthing what was meant to stay buried.
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        * * *

      

      It was the night before his fortieth birthday when it all caught up to him.

      The house was quiet. His wife had gone to bed early, the warmth of her goodnight kiss still lingering on his skin, yet already fading. Luke sat alone in his study, a glass of whiskey in hand, the weight of the years pressing heavy on his chest.

      By all measures, his life was everything it should have been—a successful business, a beautiful home, a family that adored him. And yet, as he stared at his reflection in the window, all he saw was a stranger looking back at him.

      Outside, the world moved on. Cars passed on the street below, headlights flashing like brief, fleeting ghosts. Somewhere, a group of people laughed, voices drifting through the night—sharp, unburdened, belonging to a life that wasn’t his. A life he had never allowed himself to have.

      Then, his phone buzzed.

      A message from an unknown number.

      But he knew who it was.

      Nathan: Happy early birthday. Still playing the part?

      Luke’s breath caught in his throat. It had been years. More than a decade since they had spoken. A lifetime ago.

      He should have ignored it. He should have deleted the message, turned off his phone, gone to bed beside his wife, and let the past stay buried where it belonged.

      Instead, he stared at the screen, whiskey burning in his throat. The words had begun to unravel something he had spent years convincing himself was solid, unbreakable.

      And then, before he could stop himself, he typed back.

      Luke: Some things never change.

      A pause. Then⁠—

      Nathan: Maybe they should.

      Luke closed his eyes.

      The words settled deep, curling around something unspoken inside him.

      Maybe they should.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      He met Nathan the next night.

      It wasn’t planned. At least, that’s what he told himself. But when he stepped into the dimly lit bar, he saw Nathan waiting in the back booth—leaned back, whiskey in hand, that same knowing smirk playing on his lips—he knew the truth.

      He had wanted this.

      Nathan raised his glass in greeting. “Forty looks good on you.”

      Luke huffed a quiet laugh as he slid into the seat across from him. “Feels old.”

      “Not old.” Nathan arched a brow. “Just… settled.”

      Luke exhaled, rolling his glass between his fingers. “That supposed to mean something?”

      Nathan shrugged. “Only if you want it to.”

      They talked. It was easy, the way it had always been. Conversation slipped between them like no time had passed at all. Work, life. The weight of expectation. But beneath the words, something else coiled between them—a thread of something unresolved, something unfinished.

      And when Nathan finally leaned in, his voice low, his eyes searching, Luke knew there was no more pretending, no more hiding.

      “You ever think about what it would’ve been like?” Nathan asked. “If you had made a different choice?”

      Luke swallowed. His pulse kicked against his ribs. “Every damn day.”

      Nathan studied him for a long moment. Then he nodded, like he had expected that answer all along.

      “Then maybe it’s time to stop burying it.”

      Luke let out a slow breath, staring at the amber liquid in his glass, at the fractured reflection staring back at him.

      And for the first time in his life, he wasn’t sure if he could.
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        * * *

      

      The conversation stretched late into the night. They talked about everything—what had changed, what had stayed the same. Nathan had moved away, built his own life far from the expectations that had suffocated Luke. He spoke of freedom, of choices made on his own terms.

      He didn’t have to say it out loud for Luke to hear the underlying message: you could have had this too.

      Luke wanted to say that he had no regrets, that his life was full and complete, that he had made all the right choices. But as the words formed in his mind, they never made it past his lips.

      Instead, he found himself asking, “Why did you text me?”

      Nathan’s lips quirked. “Maybe I was curious. Maybe I wanted to see if you’d actually show up.”

      Luke exhaled, shaking his head. “I shouldn’t have.”

      Nathan didn’t argue. He just tilted his head, studying Luke with a steady gaze. “But you did.”

      The silence that followed was thick with things neither of them could say. Luke felt it pressing against him, suffocating in its intensity.

      The past wasn’t dead. It was here, sitting across from him, daring him to acknowledge it.

      “You still have time, you know,” Nathan said after a while. His voice was quieter now, softer. “To make a different choice.”

      Luke looked down at his hands. “It’s not that simple.”

      Nathan leaned forward. “It is. You just don’t want it to be.”

      Luke’s fingers tightened around his glass. His entire life had been built on certainty. But this? This was uncertainty wrapped in temptation.
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        * * *

      

      When they finally left the bar, Luke felt the weight of everything settle over him. The city hummed around them, cars zooming past, people walking by, indifferent to the war raging inside him.

      Nathan shoved his hands into his pockets, watching Luke carefully. “So, what now?”

      Luke inhaled sharply. “Now, I go home.”

      Nathan nodded slowly. “And after that?”

      Luke hesitated.

      He had no answer. Not one that wouldn’t be a lie.

      Nathan smiled softly, but there was something almost sad in it. “You’ll figure it out.”

      Luke didn’t respond. He couldn’t.

      Instead, he turned and walked away, each step heavier than the last.
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        * * *

      

      That night, Luke lay awake in bed, staring at the ceiling as Madeline slept soundly beside him. His phone sat on the nightstand, screen dark, but the conversation still open.

      He could still feel the ghost of Nathan’s words—his voice, his presence, the possibility of something else lingering in a way that felt almost tangible.

      Luke had spent so long convincing himself that this life—the one he had built with such care and precision—was enough. But now, the cracks were showing, and he wasn’t sure if he could keep pretending they weren’t there.

      For the first time in years, Luke didn’t know what came next.

      And that terrified him most of all.
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            A BOUGHT FOR PLEASURE STORY

          

        

      

    

    
      Adrian King prides himself on keeping his life meticulously organized. But when his best friend surprises him with a gift—a night with a premium escort—Adrian's carefully curated world begins to unravel. Kai Moreno is everything Adrian doesn't want in his life: unpredictable, provocative, and utterly irresistible.

      What starts as a one-night arrangement quickly turns into a temptation neither can resist. But with Adrian's career and Kai's secrets hanging in the balance, can they afford to take the plunge? Or will their undeniable connection leave them both longing for more?
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            A GIFT HE DIDN’T ASK FOR

          

        

      

    

    
      Adrian King was many things: disciplined, composed, a man who could give form and soul to a space with nothing more than a vision and a sketchpad. His world was a meticulously curated composition, where every element had its place, and disorder was an unwelcome guest. The very thought of deviating from this structure made him uncomfortable. So, when he found himself in the plush depths of Le Chandelier, a glitzy lounge filled to the brim with people who seemed to exist solely to be loud and effortlessly charming, Adrian had a very simple thought: this was a mistake.

      The air smelled of expensive cologne, the kind that clung to the skin and whispered promises of I'm important. The rich murmur of voices mixed with the clinking of glassware, as if the room itself was participating in some high-stakes social game. Music, faint but steady, reverberated from somewhere unseen, setting the rhythm of the evening—a rhythm Adrian, with his perfectly precise timing, could not fathom.

      He'd told Joe, his best friend for what seemed like a lifetime, that this gathering wasn't his scene. Joe, of course, had laughed and promised he'd drag Adrian out just to prove a point. And drag him, he had. Adrian would later admit that Joe's grasp was deceptively strong for a man who rarely did anything more strenuous than flick through design portfolios. The lounge, situated in the kind of building that would look far too grand even for a royal family, was Joe's idea of a perfect venue: noisy, crowded, and decidedly extravagant. Adrian would have much preferred a quiet corner of a bar, maybe a scotch and a book, but no—here he was, surrounded by strangers who had no use for quiet.

      "Adrian! Over here!" Joe's voice rang out, as though Adrian might not already be aware of his presence.

      Adrian glanced up, meeting the enthusiastic wave of his best friend. Joe was ensconced in a group of people, all chattering and laughing in that slightly-too-loud manner that indicated they were having far more fun than Adrian thought was possible. It wasn't even a real conversation, just a series of sounds meant to mask the fact that most of them weren't really interested in anything but the appearance of being interested. The thought made Adrian's jaw tighten.

      Joe, oblivious to the dark cloud of discomfort hovering over Adrian's head, waved again. "Come on, man! Don't hide in the corner like a ghost!" He grinned, and though Adrian appreciated the effort, his attempts to drag him out of solitude were futile.

      Adrian, however, had learned long ago to let Joe believe he had the upper hand. Sighing, he joined the group, a brief smile tugging at the corners of his lips to acknowledge his arrival, though it lacked any true warmth.

      "You know, Adrian," Joe began with an annoying grin, "it's a miracle you even showed up. Most people have to practically drag you to a social event. You're a walking ghost story. It's all work, work, work with you, my friend. You really should loosen up. Maybe meet someone, hmm?" He gave an exaggerated wink that bordered on offensive.

      Adrian could feel the flush of his cheeks despite his best efforts to remain unaffected. "I don't need to meet anyone," he said, his voice a mixture of exasperation and perhaps even embarrassment. Joe had been on this particular bandwagon for far too long, and tonight was no exception. "I'm fine with the life I have, thank you very much."

      Joe chuckled, leaning back in his chair and glancing over his shoulder. "That's the thing about you, Adrian. You're a fortress. All business, no play. When was the last time you went out on a date?"

      Adrian stiffened, as he always did when the subject came up. He'd never understood the allure of relationships. The unpredictability, the emotional chaos, the constant negotiating. No, he preferred order. His life was enough.

      At that moment, as though on cue, Joe leaned forward, a grin spreading across his face. "Well, guess what? Tonight, that's all about to change."

      Adrian looked at his friend with suspicion. As he’d learned throughout their many years of friendship, Joe's grin could only mean trouble. "What are you up to now?"

      Joe held up a small, shiny envelope with great ceremony. "A little something special for you. Consider it an intervention, my friend."

      Adrian's eyes narrowed as Joe slid the envelope across the table. His first instinct was to refuse, to walk away, but that would mean enduring more of Joe's insufferable teasing. Reluctantly, he took the envelope, carefully peeling it open, expecting another one of Joe's nonsensical jokes. But this was different.

      A voucher, printed in an elegant script, stared back at him. The words Prepaid Session with Kai Moreno were emblazoned across the top, followed by a series of codes and terms that barely registered in Adrian’s mind. His brow furrowed.

      "What... what is this?" he asked, his voice a mixture of confusion and irritation. The shock of the words swirled in his mind.

      Joe's grin only grew wider. "It's a premium experience. Kai Moreno is... well, let's just say he's a professional in more than just the conventional sense. Thought you might like a night of... how should I put this? Pleasure?"

      Adrian blinked, trying to process the absurdity of it all. "Joe, I don't—this is... You can't be serious."

      "Oh, I am. Trust me," Joe replied, slapping Adrian on the back hard enough to rattle his bones. "This is going to be good for you. You can finally... let loose. Break free from the chains of your immaculate, exhausting routine. You'll thank me later."

      Adrian glanced around the room, as if the chandeliers themselves might offer some advice. Joe was relentless when it came to these things. There was no escaping him. He could feel his patience wearing thin, but his curiosity—his damned curiosity—was too strong to ignore. He could already hear Joe's voice in his head, You'll thank me later. It haunted him, taunted him with a ridiculous notion that... well, maybe he would thank him.

      Later that evening, as Adrian sat alone in his meticulously clean apartment, the voucher sat on the coffee table, mocking him with its untidy certainty. He stared at it for what seemed like hours, his hands clasped behind his neck as he tried to reconcile his discomfort with the undeniable feeling that something—though he wasn’t sure what, exactly—was about to change.

      The apartment was quiet, too quiet, and the evening stretched out before him, a vast chasm of uncertainty. What was he doing? This was the kind of decision he never made. A world of meticulously planned decisions, executed to perfection. And now? This ridiculous detour into something completely outside his control.

      After some moments of inner debate, Adrian retrieved his phone, hands shaking ever so slightly as he typed out a message to confirm the appointment. He wanted to cancel, he really did. But the fact that Joe's meddling had somehow created this dissonance in his mind gnawed at him. The possibility of doing something he had never done—it felt almost... liberating.

      By the time the hour had arrived, Adrian had planned everything to the last detail. His apartment was as pristine as it had always been. He had chosen a bottle of wine that was overpriced and left it unopened. The lights were dimmed just enough to create ambiance, but not enough to feel remotely romantic.

      He would remain in control. He would keep his distance. He could do this. He had to.
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      The moment the doorbell rang, Adrian King regretted every decision that had led to this moment. He sat frozen in his living room, his hands clasped tightly in his lap. Even the faint chime of the bell seemed at odds with the apartment's silence, like an uninvited violinist crashing a funeral.

      For a man whose days were spent designing spaces of harmony and intent, his current predicament felt wildly out of place. He rose from his chair, straightened his tie—yes, he had put on a tie for this—and crossed the room to the door.

      When he opened it, his first thought was that Kai Moreno had been an unfairly modest description. The man on the threshold was magnetic, his tailored navy suit fitting as though it had been sewn by gods with too much time on their hands. His dark blonde hair was slicked back, but not so perfectly as to suggest vanity, and his warm brown eyes carried a twinkle that was either mirth or mischief.

      "You must be Adrian," Kai said, his voice as smooth as polished mahogany.

      Adrian barely nodded, his tongue suddenly unable to form syllables.

      Kai's lips curved into a grin, the sort that made you feel it was meant just for you. "A man of few words. I like that. May I come in, or shall we conduct this fascinating silence from the hallway?"

      Adrian stepped aside without a word, realizing too late that his hands had remained clasped together awkwardly in front of him like a schoolboy caught daydreaming in class.

      Kai stepped into the apartment, his gaze sweeping over the pristine space. The polished marble floors, the minimalist furniture, the subtle aroma of leather and faint citrus—it was, in every way, the lair of a man who feared chaos.

      "Impressive," Kai remarked, his tone light but edged with something Adrian couldn't quite place. He ran a finger along the back of the couch, inspecting it like a general assessing his troops. "Though I have to say, it's a bit... antiseptic. Do you actually live here, or is this just a showroom you borrow for guests?"

      Adrian shut the door with more force than necessary. "I like things orderly."

      Kai turned, a flicker of amusement in his eyes. "Orderly? Darling, this place doesn't breathe. It's holding its breath, terrified of being mussed."

      Adrian frowned, his arms crossing defensively. "I find clutter... distracting."

      Kai chuckled softly, moving to the center of the room with the confidence of a man who belonged everywhere. He gestured to the couch. "Shall we?"

      Adrian hesitated, his instincts screaming at him to regain control of the situation. Yet something about Kai's easy demeanor made resistance feel both futile and, frankly, exhausting. He sat stiffly on the opposite end of the couch, putting a safe expanse of cushions between them.

      Kai raised an eyebrow. "Do you always sit like you're expecting a lecture?"

      Adrian blinked. "I wasn't aware I was."

      "You're practically bracing yourself," Kai observed, lounging comfortably as though he owned the place. "Relax, Adrian. I don't bite. Not unless I'm asked nicely."

      Adrian's ears burned, but he refused to take the bait. Instead, he rose and crossed to the bar cart. "Would you like a drink?"

      "Red wine, if you have it," Kai answered, his smile lingering as though he were privy to some private joke.

      Adrian poured two glasses of merlot, the simple act giving him a moment to collect himself. When he returned, Kai accepted his glass with a slight nod, their fingers brushing briefly. Adrian ignored the jolt it sent up his arm.

      "So," Kai began, swirling the wine in his glass, "shall we skip the small talk, or do you enjoy the weather as much as the next man?"

      Adrian's lips twitched in what could almost be mistaken for amusement. "What do you suggest we talk about?"

      "Oh, I don't know." Kai leaned forward slightly, his gaze sharp yet inviting. "How about why you agreed to this... arrangement? You don't strike me as the type."

      Adrian stiffened. "What type is that?"

      "The type to let someone else set the rules." Kai's smile softened, his tone shifting from teasing to genuine curiosity. "You like control, Adrian. It's written all over you. But tonight, you're here, letting someone else dictate the terms. Why?"

      Adrian took a measured sip of his wine, stalling. "It wasn't exactly my idea."

      "Ah, your friend," Kai said, his eyes sparkling with amusement. "Joe, was it? A real puppet master, that one. But he didn't force you to open the door tonight."

      The truth of it hit harder than Adrian cared to admit. He stared into his glass as though it held the answers he couldn't articulate.

      Kai's voice softened further. "It's okay not to have all the answers, you know. Chaos isn't always the enemy."

      Adrian scoffed, though there was no heat behind it. "Chaos is unpredictable. Unreliable."

      "And yet," Kai countered, his gaze unwavering, "it's also where the most interesting things happen."

      As the conversation unfolded, Adrian found himself uncharacteristically at ease. Kai's humor, quick wit, and the occasional touch of vulnerability drew him in, like an intricate design that only revealed its beauty the closer you looked.

      Kai shared stories, painting vivid pictures with his words—a near-miss disaster at a gala, an awkward childhood memory of spilling lemonade on a piano during a recital. His laughter was rich, warm, and infectious.

      Adrian, to his own astonishment, found himself sharing in return. Nothing too personal, of course, but enough to surprise even himself. He told Kai about a failed college project, the time he accidentally designed a doorway too small to fit through, and how he had spent hours trying to convince his professor it was a "metaphor."

      Kai leaned closer, his eyes dancing with mirth. "A metaphor for what?"

      Adrian smirked. "Disappointment."

      Their laughter mingled in the air, filling the room with something far less sterile than Adrian was accustomed to.

      As the evening wore on, the atmosphere shifted subtly. Kai's playful banter gave way to something quieter, more deliberate. He set his glass down and leaned forward, his gaze locking onto Adrian's with an intensity that made the latter's breath hitch.

      "What's something you've always wanted to do but never allowed yourself to try?"

      Adrian frowned, the question catching him off guard. "I'm not sure."

      Kai chuckled, leaning back against the couch. "You're telling me the great Adrian King, master of harmony and intention, has never harbored a single unfulfilled desire? Come on, there must be something. Skydiving? Dancing in the rain? Eating ice cream for breakfast?"

      Adrian shook his head, a reluctant smile tugging at his lips. "I've never seen the appeal of jumping out of a perfectly good airplane. And as for dancing in the rain... it sounds inefficient."

      Kai laughed, the sound warm and genuine, filling the room in a way that felt strangely comforting. "You're impossible," he said, though there was no malice in the words. "So I guess ice cream it is then?"

      "Juvenile," Adrian judged, then smiled, "but has potential."

      "Ah, see now, that's what I'm talking about."

      For the next hour, their conversation flowed more easily, the initial tension giving way to a tentative camaraderie. Kai spoke about his travels, sharing anecdotes that ranged from the absurd to the poignant, while Adrian found himself listening with a fascination he hadn't felt in years.

      It was only when the clock chimed softly in the background that Adrian realized how much time had passed. The realization brought with it a pang of unease, as though he were standing on the edge of a precipice and had only just noticed the drop below.

      Kai seemed to sense the shift, his expression turning serious. "You're overthinking," he said, his voice gentle but firm.

      Adrian's gaze snapped to him, his jaw tightening. "I don't⁠—"

      "You do," Kai interrupted, his tone leaving no room for argument. He leaned closer, his dark eyes locking onto Adrian's. "Stop trying to control everything, Adrian. Just... be here. With me. Right now."

      The words, simple as they were, struck a chord deep within Adrian. He felt his defenses falter, the carefully constructed walls he had spent years building beginning to crumble under the weight of Kai's presence.

      Without thinking, Adrian leaned forward, his movements hesitant but deliberate. The kiss, when it came, was not practiced or calculated. It was raw, unfiltered—a collision of desire and vulnerability that left Adrian reeling.

      Kai responded with a tenderness that belied the intensity of the moment, his hands moving to cradle Adrian's face as though he were something precious. The world seemed to fade away, leaving only the two of them and the quiet hum of electricity in the air.

      When they finally broke apart, Adrian found himself unable to meet Kai's gaze, the weight of the moment pressing heavily on his chest.

      Kai reached out, his fingers brushing lightly against Adrian's. "You're an interesting man, Adrian," Kai murmured, "More interesting than I think you let yourself believe."

      Adrian's pulse quickened, though he fought to keep his composure. "And what makes you think that?"

      Kai smiled, but it was softer now, almost wistful. "Because for all your walls and rules, you let me in tonight. That tells me there's more to you than what you show the world."

      The words struck a chord Adrian hadn't realized existed. He looked away, unable to hold Kai's gaze any longer.

      Kai didn't press further. Instead, he rose, smoothing his suit jacket with practiced ease. "I should go."

      Adrian stood as well, a tangle of emotions he couldn't quite name coursing through him. "Thank you," he said at last, the words feeling both inadequate and entirely necessary.

      Kai paused at the door, turning back with that same infuriatingly knowing smile. "You're welcome, Adrian. Though I suspect this isn't the last time we'll see each other."

      And with that, he was gone, leaving Adrian alone in the silence of his apartment—a silence that now felt far less comforting than it once had.
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      The knock at Adrian's door came later than expected, measured but not impatient. The kind of knock that let him know Kai knew he would answer. That he was already sure of it.

      Adrian exhaled, pressing a palm against the cool surface of the door for a fraction of a second before turning the handle.

      Kai stood there, coat unbuttoned, collar slightly askew, looking effortlessly put together in a way that was almost infuriating. He was holding a small brown bag, the kind a corner store would use, though its weight in his hand suggested something more deliberate than a casual errand.

      "I know it's not breakfast," Kai said, lips curving just slightly. "But I thought you might appreciate the gesture."

      Adrian's eyes dropped to the bag. It took him a second longer than it should have to piece together the reference.

      Ice cream.

      A callback to their conversation, something insignificant in the moment, but now⁠—

      "You remembered."

      Kai arched a brow, stepping past him without waiting for an invitation. "Of course I did. What kind of man makes an offer and doesn't follow through?"

      Adrian shut the door, pulse flickering against his throat as he turned to face him. Kai was already in the kitchen, moving with an ease that suggested familiarity. He pulled the pint from the bag, tossing the wooden spoon that came with it onto the counter.

      "I wasn't sure what kind you liked," Kai admitted, prying off the lid. "So I got the most pretentious flavor I could find. Some French name I can't pronounce." He held it out. "Want to try, or should I suffer alone?"

      Adrian hesitated.

      It wasn't about the ice cream.

      It was about the way Kai was looking at him, gaze dark, assessing, searching for something beyond what either of them had put into words.

      He stepped forward. Took the spoon from Kai's fingers. Dipped it into the ice cream, watching as the soft, pale gold surface gave way beneath the pressure. The moment stretched, Kai’s gaze trained on him, deep and focused. Then he lifted the spoon to his mouth, let the taste settle on his tongue.

      Kai watched him with an intensity that had nothing to do with dessert.

      "Good?"

      Adrian swallowed, the cold a sharp contrast to the heat curling in his stomach. "Acceptable."

      Kai huffed a quiet laugh, then—without breaking eye contact—dipped two fingers into the container, scooping up a small amount of the melting ice cream.

      Adrian didn't have time to react before Kai reached out, pressing the cold sweetness to the corner of his mouth.

      The touch wasn't necessary. It wasn't even about the ice cream anymore.

      Adrian exhaled, his lips parting slightly.

      Kai's fingers lingered, dragging just enough to spread the melting ice cream across his skin before pulling back.

      "You should clean that up," Kai murmured, stepping closer.

      Adrian wasn't sure if he meant himself or the ice cream. He lifted his tongue, catching the sweetness where it clung to the edge of his mouth. Kai's gaze darkened, and Adrian knew what was going to happen before it did.

      Kai's hand lifted, curling around the back of his neck, pulling him in—not tentative, not uncertain, but deliberate. The space between them dissolved, the warmth of Kai's breath mingling with his own, and then⁠—

      Lips.

      Soft. Demanding.

      The taste of ice cream barely there, overwhelmed by the sheer sensation of Kai against him.

      Adrian didn't think. He pressed forward, deepening the kiss, hands finding purchase against Kai's waist, gripping just a little too tight, like letting go wasn't an option.

      Kai made a sound low in his throat, something between amusement and hunger. He shifted, backing Adrian against the counter, the marble edge digging into the small of his back, grounding him.

      And still, neither of them pulled away.

      Kai kissed the way he did everything else—unhurried, confident, like he had all the time in the world. But there was tension beneath it, something coiled tight, barely restrained. Adrian felt it in the way Kai's hands moved, sliding over his sides, up his chest, fingers grazing just enough to make Adrian's breath stutter. He tilted his head, angling for more, his own hands moving without thought—over Kai's back, gripping the fabric of his coat, pulling him impossibly closer.

      Then—teeth.

      Kai nipped at his lower lip, not enough to hurt, just enough to pull a quiet, unexpected sound from Adrian's throat.

      Kai pulled back slightly, eyes heavy-lidded. "Didn't take you for the kind to let go so easily," he murmured.

      Adrian's pulse was a drumbeat in his ears. "And yet, here I am."

      Kai's fingers skimmed his jaw, tracing the line of it before dipping lower, past the collar of his shirt. "Interesting."

      Adrian swallowed, but it didn't help the tightness in his chest. "I fail to see what's so fascinating about it."

      Kai hummed, his fingers still tracing patterns against Adrian's skin.

      "You act like you're made of stone," Kai mused, leaning in, breath ghosting against Adrian's throat. "Like nothing can touch you." His lips barely brushed over the sensitive skin beneath Adrian's jaw. "But you feel real enough to me."

      Adrian exhaled sharply. He should stop this. Should reclaim control of the moment. But every time Kai moved, every time he touched him, the logical part of Adrian's brain fell further away.

      Kai's lips moved lower, pressing just enough to make Adrian's fingers dig into his sides.

      "You like control," Kai murmured against his skin. "But what happens when you give it up?"

      Adrian's breath stuttered as Kai's teeth grazed his throat, not quite a bite, but close. A warning. A promise.

      Adrian's fingers tightened, the need to push Kai away warring with the desire to pull him closer. He didn't know which would win.

      Kai shifted, their bodies aligning in a way that left no room for misinterpretation. The heat between them was undeniable, thickening the air, making every breath feel labored.

      Kai's mouth hovered near his ear. "Tell me to stop."

      Adrian's fingers curled into the fabric of Kai's shirt. The words didn't come.

      Kai pulled back just enough to meet his gaze, searching his expression.

      And Adrian knew—if he spoke now, if he stopped this, Kai would listen.

      But if he didn't...

      Kai's fingers ghosted over his ribs, sliding beneath the hem of his shirt, fingertips grazing bare skin.

      Adrian inhaled sharply.

      "Not stopping," he admitted, voice rougher than intended.

      Kai's smile was slow, deliberate. "Good."

      Then he kissed him again, and this time, Adrian let himself fall.

      Kai's mouth was hot against his, the taste of ice cream and something darker, something hungrier, flooding Adrian's senses. The counter dug into his back, the sharp edge grounding him even as Kai's hands slid beneath his shirt, fingertips tracing the ridges of his abdomen with maddening precision.

      Adrian gripped Kai's waist, fingers digging into the fabric of his coat, pulling him flush against him. The heat between them was unbearable, the friction of their bodies already too much and not enough.

      Kai broke the kiss just enough to murmur against his lips, "You're thinking too much."

      Adrian exhaled sharply, his pulse a relentless drumbeat in his throat. "And you're not thinking enough."

      Kai laughed, low and rough, before catching Adrian's lower lip between his teeth, biting just hard enough to make him groan.

      That sound—raw, unfiltered—seemed to snap something in Adrian.

      He twisted them in one fluid motion, reversing their positions so that Kai was the one pressed against the counter. Adrian crowded into his space, one hand gripping Kai's jaw, tilting his face up.

      "You want control?" Adrian murmured, his thumb brushing over Kai's bottom lip. "Then take it."

      A challenge.

      Kai's eyes darkened, his tongue flicking out to taste Adrian's thumb before he caught it between his teeth, biting down lightly. Adrian's breath hitched.

      Then Kai moved.

      His hands locked around Adrian's wrists, spinning them again, this time with a strength that sent Adrian stumbling back—until the back of his thighs hit the edge of the couch. Kai didn't give him time to recover. He pushed, and Adrian fell onto the cushions, Kai straddling him in one smooth motion.

      The weight of him was intoxicating—solid, real, demanding. Adrian's hands instinctively found Kai's hips, gripping hard as Kai leaned down, lips grazing the shell of his ear.

      "You don't get to dictate how this goes," Kai murmured, his breath hot against Adrian's skin. "Not this time."

      Adrian's stomach tightened, a rush of heat pooling low in his gut. He should argue. Should flip them again, prove he could still take charge.

      But then Kai's mouth was on his throat, teeth scraping over his pulse point, and Adrian's thoughts scattered.

      Kai's hands were everywhere—unbuttoning Adrian's shirt with practiced ease, palms skimming over his chest, thumbs brushing his nipples until they tightened under his touch. Adrian arched into it, a sharp exhale escaping him.

      "Look at you," Kai murmured, dragging his lips down Adrian's sternum. "So responsive. So desperate."

      Adrian's fingers tangled in Kai's hair, tugging just enough to make him groan. "Less talking," he gritted out.

      Kai smirked, but he obeyed.

      His mouth moved lower, tongue tracing the ridges of Adrian's abs before his fingers made quick work of his belt, then his zipper. Adrian's breath came faster, anticipation coiling tight in his stomach.

      Then Kai's hand was on him, palming him through his briefs, and Adrian hissed, hips jerking up into the contact.

      "Fuck—"

      Kai's grip tightened, his thumb pressing just there, and Adrian's vision blurred at the edges.

      "You like that?" Kai murmured, watching him with heavy-lidded intensity.

      Adrian didn't answer—couldn't. His body was wound too tight, every nerve alight under Kai's touch.

      Kai didn't wait for a response. He hooked his fingers into Adrian's waistband, dragging his briefs down just enough to free him. The cool air against his heated skin made Adrian shudder, but it was nothing compared to the heat of Kai's mouth when he finally took him in.

      Adrian's head fell back, a ragged groan tearing from his throat as Kai's tongue swirled around the head of his cock before sinking down, taking him deeper.

      "Jesus—"

      Kai hummed in response, the vibration sending sparks up Adrian's spine. His hands fisted in the couch cushions, his hips lifting instinctively, seeking more. And Kai let him—let him fuck into his mouth, slow and deep, before pulling off with a wet sound that made Adrian's stomach clench.

      "You're close already," Kai observed, thumb stroking the slick head of Adrian's cock. "I wonder how long you'd last if I kept going."

      Adrian's jaw tightened. "Don't fucking tease."

      Kai's grin was wicked. "Or what?"

      Adrian moved before Kai could react. He grabbed him by the shoulders, flipping them so that Kai was beneath him, his back pressed into the couch. Adrian pinned his wrists above his head, their bodies flush, his cock dragging against Kai's through the fabric of his slacks.

      Kai's breath stuttered, his pupils blown wide.

      "Or I'll take what I want," Adrian growled.

      For a moment, Kai looked stunned—like he hadn't expected Adrian to fight back. Then his expression shifted, something darker, hungrier, flashing in his eyes. "Prove it."

      Adrian didn't hesitate. He kissed him hard, swallowing Kai's groan as he ground down against him, the friction maddening. Kai arched beneath him, his hips rolling up, seeking more contact.

      Adrian broke the kiss just long enough to yank Kai's shirt open, buttons scattering across the floor. His mouth found Kai's collarbone, then his chest, biting down just hard enough to leave a mark.

      Kai hissed, his fingers tightening in Adrian's hair. "Fuck⁠—"

      Adrian didn't stop. He ran his tongue over the mark before moving lower, nipping at Kai's ribs, his stomach, until he reached the waistband of his slacks.

      Kai's breath was coming fast now, his cock straining against the fabric. Adrian made quick work of his belt, then his zipper, before freeing him.

      Kai was thick, flushed, already leaking at the tip. Adrian didn't give him time to think. He wrapped his hand around him, stroking once, twice, before leaning down and taking him into his mouth.

      Kai's hips jerked off the couch, a ragged curse tearing from his lips. "Adrian⁠—"

      Adrian hummed, hollowing his cheeks as he sucked him deeper, relishing the way Kai's thighs trembled beneath him.

      But Kai wasn't one to be outdone.

      His fingers tightened in Adrian's hair, tugging just enough to make him groan around his cock.

      "Up," Kai demanded, voice rough. "Now."

      Adrian pulled off with a wet sound, meeting Kai's gaze. The hunger in his eyes was feral.

      Kai didn't wait. He pushed Adrian onto his back, climbing over him before reaching for the discarded ice cream container on the coffee table.

      Adrian's breath caught as Kai dipped two fingers into the melted cream, his gaze locked on Adrian's as he dragged them down his chest, over his abs, leaving a sticky trail in their wake. Then Kai's mouth followed, licking the sweetness from Adrian's skin, his tongue hot and relentless.

      Adrian's cock twitched, his stomach tightening as Kai's mouth moved lower, tracing the line of his hip before taking him back into his mouth.

      This time, Kai didn't stop.

      He sucked him deep, his hand working what his mouth couldn't take, until Adrian's thighs were shaking, his fingers tangled in Kai's hair.

      "Kai—I'm close⁠—"

      Kai pulled off just long enough to murmur, "Come for me."

      And Adrian did.

      White-hot pleasure ripped through him, his back arching off the couch as he spilled into Kai's mouth with a broken groan. Kai swallowed every drop, his tongue lapping at him until Adrian was oversensitive, trembling beneath him.

      Then, before Adrian could catch his breath, Kai was kissing him again, letting him taste himself on his tongue.

      Adrian's hands slid down Kai's back, gripping his ass as he rolled them over, pressing him into the couch. "My turn," he growled.

      Kai's grin was all teeth. "I was hoping you'd say that."

      And as Adrian's mouth found Kai's cock, as Kai's fingers twisted in his hair, as their bodies moved together in a rhythm that felt inevitable—Adrian realized, with startling clarity, that he was fucked in more ways than one.

      Because this? This wasn't just sex.

      This was surrender.

      And for the first time in his life—Adrian didn't mind losing control.
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      The days after Kai left were a lesson in frustration, and Adrian was failing spectacularly.

      Normally, work was his answer to everything. Sketching floor plans, fine-tuning palettes, losing himself in the deliberate calm of measured spaces—these things had always brought him clarity. But lately, his thoughts refused to fall in line.

      Papers stacked higher than they should, not because he wasn't working but because his focus kept slipping. He would read the same sentence three times before realizing he hadn't absorbed a single word. His signature turned into a jagged mess across the page, his fountain pen running dry without him noticing until it scratched uselessly against the parchment.

      He tried not to think about the cause.

      Tried not to think about him.

      And yet, no matter how he fought it, Kai lingered. His voice. His laughter. The sharp amusement in his eyes when he was pressing Adrian's buttons just for the fun of it. It was insufferable.

      One evening, Adrian's patience finally snapped. He slammed his pen down, the force sending a tremor through the inkpot and nearly toppling it. The absurdity of it all sent a bitter chuckle past his lips. He was acting like some lovesick fool in a ridiculous novel, tortured by a single, fleeting moment.

      "Get a hold of yourself," he muttered under his breath, pinching the bridge of his nose.

      But no matter how much he tried to will it away, the unease stayed with him.
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        * * *

      

      Kai wasn't faring much better, though he would rather die than admit it.

      He had always been good at moving on, at letting things roll off his back without a second thought. But this—this was different.

      It was Eliza who caught on first.

      They were sitting in a café, the air thick with the scent of roasted coffee beans and warm pastries, when she set down her cup and leveled him with a knowing look.

      "So," she said, "when exactly were you planning on telling me why you've been walking around like a ghost for the past week?"

      Kai barely glanced up from his coffee. "A ghost? Dramatic, even for you."

      Eliza rolled her eyes. "Don't deflect. I've known you too long for that." She tilted her head, her sharp gaze assessing. "Something's on your mind. Or should I say, someone?"

      Kai's grip on his cup tightened just slightly before he forced himself to relax. "Even if that were true, it wouldn't be worth talking about."

      "Ah," she said, a slow smirk creeping onto her lips. "So it is someone."

      Kai exhaled, shaking his head. "You're insufferable."

      "And yet, you still let me sit with you." Eliza leaned back in her chair, her grin widening. "So, tell me⁠—"

      Before she could finish, Kai's attention was caught by something outside the window.

      Someone.

      Adrian.

      The man stood frozen in place, as if he hadn't meant to be seen. He was a picture of careful control, his coat immaculate, his posture stiff, his presence so starkly out of place in the casual chaos of the street.

      Kai felt a slow, amused smile pull at his lips. "Speak of the devil."

      Adrian seemed to realize, belatedly, that he had been caught. With visible effort, he straightened his coat and pushed open the café door with what could only be described as grim determination.

      Eliza's eyes flicked between them, her expression gleeful. "Well, this is interesting."

      Adrian reached their table, his tone too formal for the setting. "Good afternoon."

      “Adrian.” Kai leaned back, deliberately casual. "To what do I owe this pleasure?"

      Adrian's jaw tightened. "I was passing by. I thought it would be rude not to say hello."

      Kai's smirk deepened. "How very polite of you."

      He gestured to the empty seat across from him, watching as Adrian hesitated. His gaze flicked to Eliza, clearly weighing whether he wanted an audience for whatever this was.

      Sensing the tension, Eliza rose gracefully. "Well, I have errands to run," she announced. "I'll leave you two to... catch up."

      Kai shot her a look of mock betrayal. "Coward."

      She winked before slipping away, leaving Adrian no choice but to take the seat.

      What started as a tense conversation gradually unfolded into an oddly familiar rhythm. Just like that first night, Adrian found himself drawn in by Kai's easy storytelling, his tales of far-off places and adventures that sounded too absurd to be true. Against his better judgment, Adrian listened. And, even worse, he enjoyed it.

      It wasn't until Kai turned the conversation on him that the ease started to crack.

      "And what about you?" Kai asked, tilting his head. "I doubt someone like you spends all his time buried in paperwork. Surely, you've got a story or two."

      Adrian shifted in his chair. "I doubt anything I say would be half as interesting as your travels."

      Kai waved a hand dismissively. "That's not how it works. Even the quietest lives have their moments." He leaned in slightly, his voice softer now. "Tell me something you've never told anyone else."

      Adrian's first instinct was to brush it off. But the way Kai was watching him—curious, patient, expectant—made it impossible to simply change the subject.

      He hesitated. Then, almost without thinking, he spoke.

      "When I was a boy," he said slowly, "I used to sneak into my father's study at night. He had a library—nothing grand, but full enough. I'd take a candle and read until the wax ran out."

      Kai's expression softened, something warm flickering in his gaze. "And did you picture yourself as the hero?"

      Adrian let out a short breath, somewhere between a laugh and a sigh. "Sometimes."

      Kai's smile was quiet, understanding. "I can see that."

      The moment hung between them, fragile and electric.

      And then the waitress arrived with the bill, breaking the spell.

      As they stepped outside, the air crisp with the promise of rain, Adrian hesitated. "This..." he started, then frowned, as if annoyed with himself for not having the right words.

      Kai chuckled. "You're terrible at goodbyes."

      Adrian shot him a look, but before he could argue, Kai reached out, his hand brushing Adrian's shoulder in a brief, steadying touch. "Don't overthink it," he said, voice low. "Just take things as they come."

      And then he was gone, disappearing into the city like he hadn't just upended Adrian's entire evening.

      Adrian stood there for a long moment, caught between irritation and something far more unsettling. For the second time in as many weeks, it felt like the ground beneath him had shifted.
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      The restaurant was modest but carried a quiet charm that made it feel oddly fitting for their conversation. Adrian found himself grateful for the intimacy of the place, though he'd never admit it aloud. The air was thick with the smell of freshly baked bread, rich sauces, and the faintest scent of wine, each layer of fragrance as deliberate as a well-crafted sentence. Candlelight flickered across the polished wooden walls, casting shadows that danced quietly, reminding him that the night was its own kind of structure, and it had its own set of rules.

      "Do you always order the same thing?" Kai's voice cut through the quiet hum of the restaurant, his eyes glinting with mischief. He gestured toward Adrian's plate, the poached salmon perfectly arranged, accompanied by steamed vegetables. "It's almost unnerving how predictable you are."

      Adrian raised an eyebrow, carefully cutting into the fish. "Predictability is merely consistency refined to an art," he said, his tone dry, though his lips twitched ever so slightly at the corners. "I see you've chosen the most ostentatious dish on the menu. Again."

      Kai leaned back in his seat, his grin unrepentant as he twirled his fork through the linguine, the clams glistening in their rich sauce. "It's called living, Adrian. You should try it sometime."

      Adrian's hand froze mid-motion. He hadn't expected the light comment to hit as sharply as it did, a strange tightness pulling at the center of his chest. He stared at his plate for a moment, searching for the right words to say, but nothing came to mind.

      "Tell me," Kai began, his tone quieter now, the smile still there but softening at the edges. "What drives a man to live as if each step must be choreographed to perfection?"

      Adrian blinked, startled by the question's candor. He hadn't expected that kind of insight. For a split second, he considered deflecting, throwing out some glib remark to restore the usual distance between them, but the sincerity in Kai's eyes held him captive.

      "My father," Adrian said finally, his voice uncharacteristically distant. "He was a man of ambition. He believed in discipline, order, the notion that every choice should serve a purpose. He built his empire on those principles... and expected the same from me."

      Kai studied him closely, his gaze unreadable but intent, as if he could see straight through the walls Adrian had so carefully constructed. "And did you ever question it?" Kai pressed. "Whether that was the life you wanted?"

      Adrian let out a low, humorless laugh, his hand gripping his fork tighter than necessary. "When you're raised to view success as the only metric of worth, questioning it feels a lot like treason." His eyes flicked toward Kai. "I pursued it because anything less would have been failure. And failure—" he faltered, looking away, unwilling to give Kai any more of the weight that lingered in his voice.

      Kai didn't push. The silence between them was heavy, thick with truths that neither of them was fully ready to face. After a moment, Kai broke it with a quiet laugh, though it was soft, without mockery.

      "You're a fascinating man, Adrian," he said, his voice steady but holding an edge of something deeper. "Brilliant, disciplined, and utterly blind to your own humanity."

      Adrian stiffened at the words, his fork clinking softly against the plate. "I beg your pardon?" His tone was colder than he'd intended.

      Kai lifted his hands, a playful smile tugging at his lips. "It's a compliment," he said, his expression teasing but without malice. "You've spent so long constructing this impenetrable fortress of control that you've forgotten there's life to be lived outside its walls. But... you're starting to remember, aren't you?"

      Adrian didn't respond immediately, his chest tight. The words echoed in his mind, pressing in on him in a way he hadn't expected. He shifted in his seat, reaching for his glass of wine, using the motion as an excuse to avoid Kai's eyes.

      "You're not wrong," he finally muttered, his voice a little more raw than he wanted to admit.

      Kai studied him for a long moment, his gaze softening, and there was something almost... empathetic there.

      "And what about you?" Adrian finally asked, his voice steady but cautious. "What shaped the man who's so determined to break down walls?"

      Kai leaned back in his chair, his gaze drifting to the candlelight, as if searching for the right words. "A great deal of trial and error," he said, his voice neutral, though there was an edge to it. "My family was... complicated. My mother, God bless her, tried to hold things together, but life had other plans."

      Adrian's focus sharpened as he listened, his usually steely mind softened by something unfamiliar. "And your father?" he ventured, though he regretted the question as soon as it left his lips. Kai's expression changed—just for a second, a shadow passed over him—but it was enough for Adrian to realize he'd crossed a line.

      Kai took a breath, steadying himself. "My father was a man who made his own rules and expected everyone else to follow them," he said, his tone carefully controlled. "We didn't see eye to eye on much."

      The understatement was clear, but the pain behind it wasn't. Adrian felt a flicker of sympathy, but he didn't know how to express it without sounding hollow. Instead, he took a long sip of his wine, needing the moment to regain his composure.

      Kai, as ever, didn't let the tension linger. "Look at us," he said with a soft chuckle, "turning a simple dinner into a therapy session. I'm sure the waiter thinks we're rehearsing for a play or something."

      Adrian cracked a faint smile. "If we are, it's certainly not a comedy," he said, glad for the brief return to lighter conversation.

      "Speak for yourself," Kai quipped, the grin never leaving his face. "I find your deadpan delivery quite amusing."

      For a while, they were silent again, falling into a rhythm of subtle glances and easy banter. By the time dessert arrived—Kai's insistence, of course—the atmosphere had shifted. They shared stories, teasing each other in between the serious moments, and the gap between them felt just a little bit smaller.

      As the evening came to a close, Adrian found himself reluctant to leave, though he couldn't pinpoint why. The warmth of the restaurant still clung to him, a strange contrast to the cool night outside.

      "You've certainly mastered the art of distraction," Adrian remarked as they stepped out into the street. The air was crisp, the rain long since gone, leaving the streets glistening under the faint glow of the gas lamps.

      Kai chuckled softly, his breath visible in the chill. "And you, Adrian, have mastered the art of deflection. But don't worry—I've got plenty of time to teach you otherwise."

      Adrian raised an eyebrow at the comment, but before he could respond, Kai's hand brushed against his arm, the gesture fleeting but deliberate. The contact sent a shiver up his spine, though he masked it with a smooth, practiced indifference.

      "Goodnight, Adrian," Kai said, his voice quieter now, but still laced with that subtle mischief. "Don't overthink it."

      Adrian froze, the words lingering in his mind longer than they should have. For a moment, his gaze tracked Kai's retreating figure, his thoughts tumbling over themselves in confusion. And then, just as Kai was almost out of earshot, Adrian muttered, "Wait."

      Kai paused, turning back with an expectant expression.

      "What?"

      Adrian's mouth went dry, the invitation slipping out before he could second-guess himself. "I'm having a gala next week. You should come."

      There was a brief silence, as if the air itself was holding its breath. Then Kai's eyebrow lifted, a glint of surprise—and amusement—flashing in his eyes. "A gala?" he echoed, an edge of teasing in his voice. "How... predictable."

      Adrian's lips twitched, a reluctant smile forming. "You've made your point," he muttered, but something about the invitation felt oddly... freeing.

      Kai grinned, his eyes narrowing in mock suspicion. "What's the catch?"

      "No catch," Adrian said, the words falling out more easily than he expected. "Just come. It'll be... interesting."

      Kai's grin softened, a touch of something more genuine behind it. "I'll think about it. No promises, though. I'm not one for big crowds."

      Adrian nodded, though the weight of the conversation lingered. "Goodnight, Kai."

      Inside the house, everything was exactly as it had been when he left—silent, orderly, untouched. But something had shifted, even if Adrian couldn't quite put a finger on what it was. For the first time in a long while, the walls he'd so carefully constructed no longer felt like a sanctuary. Instead, they felt... confining.
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      The gala was, as expected, a spectacle of opulence and calculated elegance.

      The air was thick with the scent of expensive cologne, crisp linen, and the faintly metallic tang of champagne flutes held in eager hands. The chandeliers hung like a constellation of diamonds, casting their soft, golden glow over the sea of black-tie guests who mingled with rehearsed confidence, their laughter like distant chimes in the cavernous ballroom. The music, a gentle blend of strings and piano, floated over the crowd like a wisp of smoke, maintaining the illusion that everything was in its proper place.

      Adrian stood at the entrance, his posture straight, his face a mask of polite indifference. His dark tuxedo was impeccably tailored, the sharpness of his appearance a direct reflection of the meticulous world he had built around him. Everything was as it should be—perfect, controlled, and unyielding. Yet, there was a subtle tension in his shoulders, a slight tightening of his jaw as he surveyed the room.

      "Are you certain about this?" Kai's voice was quiet but insistent, drawing Adrian's attention. He turned to find the man beside him, dressed in a dark blue suit that, while stylish, was far less conventional than the other men in the room. Kai's hands were shoved deep into his pockets, his posture slightly slouched, as if he were trying to make himself smaller. His eyes, however, were fixed firmly on Adrian, a silent challenge in their depths.

      Adrian's lips parted in what could almost be construed as a smile, though it was more of a half-hearted curl. "I've never been more certain in my life," he replied, though his voice betrayed a note of hesitation that didn't quite match the confident façade he wore.

      Kai shifted his weight from one foot to the other, clearly uncomfortable, though he was trying his best to hide it. "Right," he muttered, almost to himself. "I'll play along. Let's see if I can make an impression."

      Adrian's gaze softened for a moment, his heart betraying him with a surge of affection he wasn't prepared for. Kai was always this way—calm on the outside, but raw beneath. He was like an uncut gem, full of edges that sparkled with untapped potential, and Adrian couldn't help but wonder what it would take to fully uncover those depths.

      The evening began with the usual small talk, a parade of well-heeled individuals exchanging pleasantries that held no real meaning, each word a calculated step in a social dance that was as shallow as it was exhausting. Adrian introduced Kai to his colleagues with the practiced ease of a man who had done it a thousand times before, his words smooth and his smile flawless.

      "Mr. Blackwood, this is Kai Moreno. A man with the sort of ambition I think you'd appreciate."

      Kai extended his hand, his grip firm, but his eyes scanning the room as though every gaze were a potential threat. The brief exchange was polite, but there was an unspoken tension in the air, a crackling current that neither Adrian nor Kai could ignore.

      The evening wore on, and it didn't take long for the whispers to begin. At first, they were subtle—quiet murmurs in the corners of the room, eyes sliding over Kai with barely concealed judgment. Adrian, ever the strategist, kept a tight rein on his own emotions, but even he couldn't ignore the occasional flicker of disapproval that flashed across his colleagues' faces.

      "He's quite... different, isn't he?" one of Adrian's associates murmured to another, his voice low but not quiet enough to avoid being heard.

      Adrian's jaw tightened, but he said nothing. Instead, he turned toward Kai, who, to his credit, was doing his best to appear unaffected, though the flicker of discomfort in his eyes was unmistakable. Kai caught Adrian's gaze, and for a brief moment, their eyes locked—a silent acknowledgment passing between them. Neither of them was blind to the reality of the situation.

      After the speeches and mingling had come to a halt, Adrian and Kai found themselves alone in a quiet corner of the ballroom, away from the polished smiles and gloved hands of the upper crust. The stillness of the moment was almost suffocating, and Adrian could feel the weight of the evening pressing down on him like a storm on the horizon.

      Kai broke the silence, his voice quieter than usual. "Is this what your world looks like?" he asked, his gaze sweeping across the room. "This... pretentious circus?"

      Adrian, not wanting to acknowledge the truth of the question, shrugged nonchalantly. "It has its moments," he replied. "But this is business. These people have their roles to play, just as we do."

      Kai's lips twisted into a wry smile, though it didn't reach his eyes. "It's all a performance, isn't it? Everyone wearing masks, pretending to be something they're not. I can't say I'm surprised."

      The words stung more than Adrian was willing to admit. He opened his mouth to respond, but before he could, the sound of footsteps approached them, and Adrian's gaze snapped back to the crowd.

      "Adrian, how good to see you!" A voice, too jovial for the occasion, cut through the moment like a blade. It belonged to Richard Carter, one of Adrian's oldest business partners and, as it turned out, a man who had never been shy about his opinions.

      Richard extended his hand with all the enthusiasm of a man trying to avoid any real conversation. His eyes slid to Kai with a flicker of curiosity, quickly masked by a thin smile.

      "Ah, and this must be your... guest," Richard continued, his tone implying that the word held a far deeper meaning than mere civility. "What's your name again, young man?"

      "Kai Moreno," Kai said evenly, offering his hand. His voice held no trace of the discomfort that pulsed under his skin. "It's a pleasure to meet you."

      Richard glanced at Adrian, his eyebrow raised in that all-too-familiar, questioning manner. Adrian could see the judgment in his eyes, the way his gaze flickered between Kai's attire and his relaxed demeanor. He didn't need to hear the words that Richard had yet to speak. The message was clear—Kai didn't belong in this world.

      The next few minutes were an exercise in strained pleasantries. Adrian introduced Kai to others with the practiced precision of a man who knew exactly how to play the game. But with each handshake and forced smile, Adrian felt the walls close in around him, suffocating him with their pretensions.

      It wasn't until they were finally alone again that the full weight of the evening crashed down on both of them.

      Kai, his hands clenched at his sides, was the first to speak. "This... this is what you wanted? To prove to everyone that I fit into your world?"

      Adrian opened his mouth to respond, but the words felt empty, hollow. "Kai, it's not like that," he began, his voice strained.

      "No?" Kai shot back, his voice rising in frustration. "Then what was it, Adrian? What am I, some sort of trophy to parade around?"

      "No," Adrian snapped, his patience fraying. "But I needed to know if you could handle it. If you could be a part of it. This is my life, Kai. My world."

      Kai's face flushed, his eyes flashing with hurt. "Your world," he repeated bitterly, "or a world you've built to keep everyone else out? Because between the two of us, I'm not the one who needs to change, Adrian."

      The words stung like a slap, and Adrian's chest tightened as though he had been punched. But as he watched Kai's face—his eyes wide with a mix of hurt and fury—he realized that Kai was right. For all his control, all his calculation, Adrian had never truly let anyone into his world, had never allowed himself the vulnerability of real connection. And now, with the walls they had so carefully constructed between them, he was on the verge of losing the only person who had ever gotten close. "I can't do this, Adrian," Kai's voice was softer now, the hurt raw in his tone, but his resolve was clear. "I thought I could, but I was wrong. Goodbye."

      Kai turned on his heel, his steps echoing through the empty hall as Adrian stood frozen, the weight of their conversation pressing down on him like the very air had thickened with every unsaid word.

      And with that, Kai disappeared into the night, leaving Adrian standing alone, the clamor of the gala now a distant hum in his ears.

      Adrian's mind raced as he stared at the spot where Kai had stood. The world around him, once so familiar and manageable, suddenly felt hollow and foreign. It was no longer enough. The walls he had so carefully built had come crashing down, and with them, all that was left was the aching realization that he might have just lost everything he hadn't even known he needed.
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      The night was heavy, draped in the kind of silence that came when the world felt like it was holding its breath. Kai sat on his couch, the hum of the refrigerator the only sound cutting through the stillness. His fingers ran through his hair again and again, twisting in the way that always meant he was thinking too much, spiraling, trying to piece together something that didn't quite fit.

      He couldn't shake the image of Adrian's eyes, those eyes that had turned to ice and fury, then to something softer, something raw. Adrian's words echoed in his head. You're not what I'm used to. You're not the kind of person I thought I'd end up with. Kai could still feel the weight of them, like a punch to the gut. He tried to push the thoughts aside, but they clung to him like a shadow he couldn't outrun.

      The phone sat there, untouched. He'd been tempted to reach out to Adrian. Hell, he wanted to, but his pride wouldn't let him. He wanted Adrian to come to him, wanted the man to be the first to crack, to show just a little bit of vulnerability. But as the night dragged on, that pride felt more and more like a stupid, fragile thing he was clinging to.

      Then, the knock came.

      At first, it was soft, tentative, like the wind tapping on the glass. But then it came again, louder this time, insistent. Kai's heart skipped a beat. He knew who it was before he even stood up.

      His body felt heavy as he walked to the door, each step carrying more weight than the last. He hesitated for just a moment before pulling it open, and there he was. Adrian. His dark hair was drenched, his clothes—a mere thin white shirt and sweatpants—clinging to his frame, ruined by the rain. But it was his eyes that stole the air from Kai's lungs. There was no more polish, no more cold distance in them. Just raw, unfiltered emotion.

      Adrian's breath came in uneven bursts, his chest heaving slightly as though he had been running, or maybe just struggling to breathe for far too long. His usual confidence was gone. He looked... human. And that was the last thing Kai had expected.

      "I—Kai, I need to talk to you," Adrian's voice was rough, thick with something unspoken. It sent a shiver down Kai's spine, made him want to reach out and hold onto whatever it was Adrian was offering. "Please."

      That word hung in the air between them, fragile and desperate. Kai swallowed hard, stepping back, his chest tightening, but his legs moving of their own accord.

      Adrian didn't come in right away, as though the distance between them was something he couldn't quite cross. His eyes remained locked on Kai, dark and conflicted. "I don't know where to begin. I thought... I thought I could handle this. Handle us."

      Kai felt his pulse quicken, something stirring in him, something he didn't quite know how to deal with. "What are you trying to say?" The words slipped out before he could stop them, quieter than he'd meant them to be, almost afraid.

      Adrian closed his eyes, let out a shaky breath. "I've been lying to myself. Lying to you." He shook his head, the words coming out in a strangled rush. "I've spent so long building this... perfect little world. And I thought I had it all under control. But you..." He paused, swallowing hard. "You came into it. And I didn't know what to do with you. You've made me feel things I didn't want to feel. Things I couldn't afford to feel."

      Kai's heart tightened. There was no anger in Adrian's words, no venom. Just truth, raw and messy. And as much as Kai wanted to push back, to make sense of everything, he couldn't. Not when Adrian was standing there, laid bare in front of him.

      Adrian's laugh came out as a bitter, hollow sound. "I've been a fool." His voice cracked slightly as he rubbed his hand over his face, a broken gesture that almost made Kai's heart ache. "I thought I could keep this at a distance, keep you at a distance. But I can't. I—" Adrian faltered, words slipping into silence. "I don't know how to fix this. How to fix me."

      The words settled between them, heavy and thick, as Kai stood frozen, unsure of how to move. He wanted to reach out, to bridge the space, but something held him back. Fear, maybe. Or just the shock of seeing Adrian this way, this human, so different from the unshakable man he'd seen earlier.

      "I'm scared too," Kai said, his voice barely audible. He felt the weight of his own confession, the truth of it. "I've always been scared. Scared of... of letting myself feel something this real, because I don't know if I'm strong enough for it."

      Adrian looked at him then, really looked at him, his eyes searching, desperate. "But you're willing to try?" There was a faint edge to his voice, something like hope laced through the words.

      Kai's breath caught. He wasn't sure what to say, how to answer. He wanted to believe in this, in them, but it was so damn complicated. So messy. He exhaled slowly, a shaky breath, then nodded. "I'm willing to try. But you have to understand... this won't be easy. We won't be easy. We'll have to fight for it. For us."

      Adrian's expression softened then, the barest flicker of relief crossing his face, and for the first time, Kai saw the real Adrian—the one who wasn't trying to control everything, the one who was just... there. Vulnerable. Human.

      "I'll fight for us. I'll fight for you, Kai."

      The words hit harder than any punch, than anything Adrian had said all night. Kai didn't know how to respond, so he didn't. Instead, he closed the space between them, just a step, just enough to feel the heat of Adrian's body against his. Adrian's hands reached out, fingers trembling as they touched Kai's face, as if he were afraid Kai would disappear at any second.

      "I'm not perfect, Kai. I've never been perfect," Adrian's voice was hoarse, raw. "But I know that I want you. I need you."

      Kai's heart pounded, each beat a loud drum in his chest. He wanted to say something, but the words felt too heavy. Instead, he let himself fall into the moment, into Adrian's touch, the promise that was unspoken but so damn clear.

      "I'm scared too," Kai whispered again, this time the words lighter, somehow. "But I'll jump with you."

      And for the first time, standing there in the quiet, with the rain still falling outside, it didn't matter what came next. What mattered was that they had taken this step. Together.

      And maybe, just maybe, that was all they needed to figure out the rest.
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        * * *

      

      The night may have ended, but the moment curiosity became irresistible is waiting in the shadows ahead…
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      Adrian's hands moved with practiced precision across the drafting paper. The office was silent at two in the morning, illuminated only by his desk lamp and the silver blur of the moon behind clouds. He should’ve been finalizing the Westridge layout—the client meeting was in nine hours—but instead, his pencil traced a very different kind of blueprint.

      It had been six hours since Kai Moreno had left his apartment. Six hours of Adrian trying to bury the memory of that knowing smile, the way Kai's fingers had briefly touched his when accepting the glass of wine. Six hours of failing miserably.

      He'd come to the office seeking refuge in work, but his mind refused to focus on floor plans and material palettes. Instead, his pencil kept creating the curve of Kai's jaw, the exact angle of his shoulders when he'd leaned back on Adrian's couch—like he belonged there.

      "Ridiculous," Adrian muttered, crumpling another sketch and tossing it toward the bin. He missed. Of course he missed. Nothing about tonight was going according to plan.

      He pulled a fresh sheet, determined to focus on the Westridge interior elevations. Three minutes later, he realized he'd drawn the outline of Kai's hands.

      Adrian dropped his pencil and pressed his palms against his eyes. This wasn't him. He didn't obsess. He didn't lose control. He certainly didn't sketch men he barely knew at two in the morning.

      And yet.

      He picked up his pencil again, but this time surrendered to the impulse. If he couldn't fight it, perhaps he could exhaust it. Make it real enough to dispose of properly.

      His hands moved more freely now, creating not just Kai but the context around him. In Adrian's mind, Kai wasn't in his apartment anymore. He was here, in the office, perched on the edge of Adrian's drafting table.

      In this imagined version, Kai wore that same navy suit, but his tie was loosened, the top button of his shirt undone. He was examining one of Adrian's scale models, fingers tracing the miniature walls with surprising gentleness.

      "You build beautiful cages," Kai would say, not looking up from the model. In Adrian's fantasy, Kai understood instantly what had taken others years to notice—that Adrian's designs, for all their elegance, were as controlled as the man who created them.

      The fantasy expanded. Adrian imagined showing Kai his designs, explaining the thought behind each choice. But unlike with clients, he wouldn't just highlight the practical features or impressive materials. He would show Kai the secret aspects of his work—the small imperfections he deliberately included in each design because perfect symmetry felt lifeless, the hidden spaces that served no purpose except to make him smile knowing they existed.

      In this illicit daydream, Kai would slide off the drafting table and move behind Adrian's chair. His hands would rest on Adrian's shoulders, thumbs pressing into the knots of tension that perpetually lived there.

      "You hide the most interesting parts of yourself in the footnotes, Adrian," fantasy-Kai would murmur, lips close to his ear. "What else are you keeping locked away?"

      Adrian's pencil stilled. He'd drawn Kai with meticulous detail, but had depicted himself only as a suggestion, a rough outline. Even in his own fantasy, he held back, remained undefined.

      But the fantasy wouldn't release him. In it, Kai's hands slid from his shoulders down his chest, untucking his shirt with deliberate slowness. Adrian imagined himself letting it happen, remaining in his chair while Kai took control. The ultimate surrender for a man who orchestrated every minute of his day.

      Adrian's breath quickened. The imagined sensation of Kai's lips against his neck felt so real he nearly reached up to touch the spot.

      In this elaborate scenario unfolding on paper and in his mind, professional and personal boundaries dissolved completely. The sacred space of his work—the one place where Adrian never allowed distraction—became the backdrop for something reckless and unplanned.

      His pencil moved faster, adding details. Kai pushing aside blueprints to make room for Adrian on the drafting table. Kai's hand in his hair, tugging just hard enough to make Adrian gasp. The contrast of Kai's olive skin against the stark white drafting paper.

      In real life, Adrian had maintained his composure, kept Kai at a careful distance. In this fantasy, he imagined the opposite—himself pleading, desperate, clutching at Kai's shoulders as Kai took him apart with the same casual confidence with which he'd examined Adrian's apartment.

      The most dangerous part wasn't even the explicit nature of what he imagined. It was the aftermath his mind created: Kai helping him straighten his clothes afterward, smoothing Adrian's disheveled hair with surprising tenderness. Kai noticing the mistake in the Westridge plans that Adrian had overlooked. The two of them working side by side until dawn, comfortable in silence.

      Adrian dropped his pencil as if it had burned him. The fantasy had morphed from something merely physical into something far more threatening—intimacy. Partnership. Connection.

      He looked down at what he'd created. The drawing was good—too good. He'd captured not just Kai's features but something essential about him, that spark of mischief and perception that had cut through Adrian's defenses so efficiently.

      Adrian reached for the paper, intending to destroy it like the others. His fingers paused at the edge of the sheet.

      Instead, he carefully removed it from the drafting table and slid it into his private portfolio—the one that held designs too personal or impractical to ever show clients. His fingers lingered on the folder's surface before he closed it.

      Some blueprints weren't meant to be built. Some designs were just for him.

      Adrian straightened his tie, cleared his throat, and pulled out a fresh sheet of paper. The Westridge project wouldn't complete itself.

      But as he worked through the night, part of his mind remained in that other blueprint—the one where control wasn't everything, where his carefully constructed walls had been breached, where the chaos he'd spent a lifetime avoiding had finally been allowed in.

      And for the first time in years, the prospect didn't terrify him quite as much as it should.
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        Structural Weakness

      

      

      "The layout for the east wing has some layout flow issues," said Vaughn, the project's lead architect.

      Adrian nodded, maintaining his expression of polite interest while the boardroom faded around him. He'd reviewed those calculations himself yesterday. There was nothing irregular about them. Vaughn was covering for his team's delay, stretching a minor issue into something that sounded significant enough to justify pushing back the timeline.

      Normally, Adrian would interject immediately, steering the conversation back to reality with the precision of a surgeon. Today, however, he found himself drifting, his mind constructing an entirely different scene.

      In this mental blueprint, Kai was waiting in his office. Not the real Kai, who Adrian had seen just last night for their third encounter, but an imagined version—one who existed solely in the architecture of Adrian's mind.

      "Mr. King? Your thoughts on this approach?" Vaughn's voice penetrated the daydream, forcing Adrian back to the present.

      "Proceed with your assessment," Adrian replied smoothly, "but I'll need the revised floor plans on my desk by tomorrow morning." He straightened his already perfectly aligned mood board. "The client won't accept further delays."

      The meeting resumed its tedious pace. The boardroom was oppressively formal—all gleaming surfaces and intimidating angles, designed by Adrian himself to convey authority and minimize dissent. Today, for the first time, he found it suffocating.

      His mind escaped again, this time more deliberately.

      In his fantasy, he'd return to his office to find Kai sitting in his chair, feet propped on the desk in a deliberate violation of Adrian's sacred space. Unlike everyone else in the building, Kai wouldn't scramble to correct his posture when Adrian entered. He'd simply smile, that infuriating half-grin that made Adrian's stomach tighten.

      "Rough meeting?" fantasy-Kai would ask, spinning slowly in Adrian's custom leather chair.

      The real Adrian shifted in his seat, grateful for the concealment the conference table provided. Around him, two junior associates were debating fabric choices and finishings while Vaughn pretended to take notes. None of them noticed their boss's momentary lapse in attention.

      In this forbidden mental sketch, Adrian wouldn't answer Kai's question. Instead, he'd lock the door—something he never did during business hours. The glass walls of his office would remain transparent, but the soundproofing would ensure their privacy.

      "Stand up," Adrian would command in this illusion, his voice carrying the same authority he used in meetings like this one.

      But in the fantasy unfurling behind his attentive facade, Kai wouldn't comply. He'd merely raise an eyebrow, challenging Adrian without a word.

      This imagined defiance sent a jolt through Adrian's actual body. He took a sip of water, his hand steady despite the heat creeping up his neck.

      "Mr. King has applied a similar concept in the Northridge development," said Harris, the project manager, gesturing toward Adrian. "Perhaps he could speak to the spatial efficiency of that approach."

      Adrian provided a concise overview of the Northridge interior concept, his professional mask never slipping. Inside, however, the fantasy continued to build with alarming clarity.

      In it, Kai would slowly rise from the chair, deliberately taking his time. "You're used to people jumping when you speak," he'd observe, circling the desk to stand before Adrian. "But I'm not on your payroll."

      The real Adrian nodded at something Harris said, while in his mind, imaginary Kai pressed closer, backing him against the office wall—a complete inversion of their actual power dynamic.

      The fantasy was unfolding in ways Adrian hadn't consciously directed. In it, Kai would take Adrian's carefully knotted tie and slowly unravel it, maintaining eye contact the entire time. "You wear this armor every day," he'd murmur. "All these symbols of control. Don't you ever get tired of it?"

      The most unsettling part wasn't the explicit nature of what followed in Adrian's imagination—it was his response to it. In this elaborate mental scenario, Adrian surrendered. Completely. Not just physically, but emotionally—letting Kai see his exhaustion, his doubts, his longing for something beyond the perfectly curated spaces he crafted.

      In the boardroom, the real Adrian maintained his composure, making appropriate comments about timeline adjustments. No one would ever guess that behind his impassive expression, he was imagining himself on his knees in his own office, begging a man nearly ten years his junior to take away the burden of control he'd carried his entire adult life.

      "I think we can implement these revisions without compromising the original vision," Adrian heard himself saying, his business voice functioning on autopilot while his mind explored this dangerous new interior.

      The fantasy had evolved beyond simple physical release. In it, post-surrender, Adrian imagined himself collapsed in Kai's arms, confessing his fears about the Richardson project—the one that could either cement his legacy or destroy it. In this illusion, Kai would listen, really listen, without the polite deference of employees or the calculated interest of colleagues.

      "You've built your life like one of your spaces," fantasy-Kai would tell him afterward, helping Adrian restore his impeccable appearance. "All these perfect right angles, when what you really need are some curves, some unexpected spaces." His hand would linger on Adrian's cheek. "Some structural weaknesses might actually make the whole thing stronger."

      "We'll reconvene on Thursday," Adrian announced, ending the meeting with the same authority he always wielded. Everyone nodded, gathering their materials. No one noticed the slight flush on their boss's neck, or how he remained seated as they filed out.

      Alone in the boardroom, Adrian exhaled slowly, adjusting his perfectly straight tie. The fantasy dissipated, leaving him with an unsettling realization: for the majority of a critical project meeting, he'd been mentally on his knees, surrendering everything he'd built to a man who currently saw him as nothing more than a client.

      More disturbing still was how the fantasy had evolved. It wasn't just about physical submission—it was about emotional vulnerability, about removing the armor he wore daily. About being seen.

      Adrian gathered his notes with military precision, trying to ignore how his hands weren't quite steady. He'd always defined himself by his control, his discipline, his ability to maintain perfect composure under any circumstance.

      Now, that control was being eroded, not by Kai himself, but by the idea of him—by what he represented. Freedom. Release. The possibility of existing without the exhausting weight of perfection.

      As Adrian walked back to his office—his very real, very empty office—he realized his greatest designs weren't spaces at all, but the elaborate fantasies he was creating around Kai Moreno. Dangerous blueprints that, if constructed, would dismantle everything Adrian had spent his life building.

      And the most terrifying part was that some quiet, hidden part of him was starting to think that might not be such a bad thing.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Open Concept

      

      

      The lake house hadn't changed in twenty years. The same cedar paneling. The same stone fireplace. The same view of water stretching toward distant pines. Adrian stood at the floor-to-ceiling windows, watching rain create ripples across the surface.

      He hadn't visited in nearly three years, and returning alone felt strange. The house had been designed for family—his grandfather's vision of what togetherness should look like, all open spaces and conversation pits. Growing up, Adrian had found it uncomfortably exposed. No walls to hide behind. No doors to close.

      Now, tracing a finger along the window frame, he found himself wondering what Kai would think of it.

      "This is absurd," he muttered to the empty room.

      He'd come here to escape thoughts of Kai, not to transplant him into yet another area of his life. Three weeks since their last encounter, and still, the man invaded every corner of Adrian's mind. It was becoming a problem.

      Adrian moved away from the windows, wandering through rooms filled with memories he usually kept locked away. His father's reading chair. His mother's collection of lake stones arranged on the mantel. His own sketches from childhood, still framed in the hallway—embarrassingly earnest attempts at designing the perfect tree house interior.

      In the solitude of the lake house, a fantasy began to form, more dangerous than any he'd allowed himself before.

      He imagined bringing Kai here.

      Not for sex—though that element hummed beneath the surface—but for something far more intimate: sharing this place that was embedded in his history.

      In this elaborate mental sketch, they would arrive as the sun was setting. Kai would step out of the car and immediately understand why this place mattered. He'd approach the house not with his usual swagger, but with a quiet reverence, sensing what it represented.

      "I thought you'd have grown up in some glass and steel monument to modernism," fantasy-Kai would say, taking in the rustic exterior. "This is... unexpected."

      Adrian would watch Kai explore the space, touching surfaces, absorbing impressions. Unlike anyone else Adrian had ever known, Kai would see beyond the obvious. He'd notice the slight asymmetry in the fireplace stonework—his grandfather's one deliberate imperfection in an otherwise balanced design. He'd recognize the careful sight lines from every major room to the water, ensuring nature was always part of the experience.

      "Your family built this?" Kai would ask.

      "My grandfather designed it," Adrian would explain. "He and my father built most of it themselves."

      Adrian pushed open the door to his childhood bedroom, still arranged exactly as he'd left it at eighteen. Design magazines stacked neatly beside the bed. A sample board propped by the window. Everything precise, orderly—even then.

      In his growing fantasy, he showed Kai this room too. In this impossible scenario, he pulled out drawings he'd never shown anyone—his first attempts at designing spaces that would make people feel safe, protected. Contained.

      "You were trying to build a world you could control," fantasy-Kai observed, turning a sketch in his hands. "Even then."

      The real Adrian sat on the edge of his childhood bed, disturbed by how easily the imaginary Kai had pierced through decades of carefully constructed defenses.

      The fantasy continued to unfold against his will. In it, night had fallen. Rain tapped against the windows—just like now. They sat before the fireplace, Adrian finally showing Kai the small wooden box he kept hidden behind his grandfather's architectural texts.

      Inside: objects most would find worthless. A blue marble. A broken watch with the hands fixed at 3:47. A small silver compass that no longer pointed north. A collection of ticket stubs. Mementos from moments when young Adrian had felt momentarily free from the expectations that already weighed on him.

      No one had ever seen these things. Not even his parents had known about this collection of private treasures.

      But in this elaborate mental construct, he showed Kai, explaining each object's significance. And Kai—this version of Kai that existed only in Adrian's mind—didn't laugh or dismiss them. He understood.

      "We all need touchstones," fantasy-Kai said, carefully returning the broken watch to the box. "Things that remind us who we really are, underneath everything else."

      The real Adrian stood abruptly, moving to the window. The rain had intensified, mirroring his growing discomfort with the direction of his thoughts.

      In his fantasy, the conversation by the fire led to other revelations. Adrian confessed his fear that he'd become exactly what his father wanted but lost something essential in the process. Kai shared stories of his own family, filling in the gaps he'd left in their real-life conversations.

      It was this—this emotional exposure—that Adrian found more terrifying than any explicit fantasy he'd constructed around Kai. The idea of being truly seen. Known. The layout of his heart laid bare, all rooms unlocked, all doors flung open.

      In this dangerous daydream, they eventually moved to Adrian's childhood bed, but it wasn't the act itself that dominated the fantasy. As always, it was the aftermath—Kai's head on his chest, Adrian's fingers tracing patterns on his skin. The quiet intimacy of shared breathing in a house that had always felt too big, too empty.

      "Do you ever just want to start over?" fantasy-Kai asked in the darkness. "Design a completely different life?"

      And in this illusion, Adrian answered with complete honesty: "Only since I met you."

      The real Adrian pressed his forehead against the cool glass of the window, watching lightning illuminate the lake. This had gone too far. These weren't just sexual fantasies anymore. They were something far more dangerous—visions of a different kind of life. A different kind of self.

      He'd come to the lake house seeking refuge from thoughts of Kai. Instead, he'd mentally installed him in the most private spaces of his history. Imagined showing him things no one else had seen. Created an elaborate scenario in which Kai understood him completely—better than anyone ever had.

      Adrian moved through the house, turning off lights, closing doors that his imaginary guests had left open. Tomorrow, he would return to the city. To reality. To the careful structures he'd built to keep himself safe.

      But as he slid into his childhood bed, he couldn't help wondering what it would be like to really bring Kai here. To knock down the walls between his compartmentalized existence. To live in an open concept.

      His last thought before sleep claimed him was that the most dangerous thing about Kai Moreno wasn't what he made Adrian feel physically.

      It was that he made Adrian want to redesign his entire life.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        The Master Suite

      

      

      The gala had been a disaster. Three days later, and Adrian still couldn't shake the image of Kai walking away, disappointment etched into every line of his body. The crushing realization that Adrian had somehow managed to take something genuine and twist it into another performance, another exhibit in his carefully curated life.

      He hadn't slept properly since. Hadn't called. Hadn't done anything but replay Kai's words in his head: "Your world, or a world you've built to keep everyone else out?"

      Tonight, with rain lashing against the windows of his penthouse, Adrian sat at his drafting table, a glass of scotch untouched beside him. He'd started working on client layouts, but his mind refused to cooperate. Instead, his pencil had created something entirely different.

      A bedroom.

      Not his current sterile chamber with its perfect symmetry and absence of personal touches. Not a generic client space engineered for optimal function.

      No, this was something else entirely. A room for two people. For Kai and himself.

      Adrian's hand moved with practiced precision across the paper, adding details to what had begun as a simple sketch and evolved into something far more elaborate. He wasn't just designing a room—he was designing a possibility. A future.

      The space took shape beneath his pencil. A California king bed positioned to catch the morning light, but with blackout capabilities for late mornings. Two distinct sides, but without the rigid separation of Adrian's current sleeping arrangements.

      On what would be Adrian's nightstand: his leather-bound planner, a single fountain pen in its stand, an interior design magazine. Clean lines, order.

      On Kai's side: space for the eclectic collection of paperbacks Adrian had glimpsed in Kai's apartment during their brief visit. A charging station for the phone Kai seemed permanently attached to. A small dish for the bracelets he sometimes wore—the ones that had clicked softly against Adrian's chest when they'd last been together.

      Adrian added a bookshelf along one wall, mentally dividing it into sections. His design references and first-edition classics on the higher shelves. Kai's more diverse collection—everything from poetry to pulp sci-fi, based on the titles Adrian had glimpsed—at more accessible heights. Their tastes merging in the middle shelves.

      The symmetry of the room was purposeful, but not rigid. Adrian had created balance without identical mirroring—a departure from his usual style. He'd integrated elements of both their personalities, allowing them to complement rather than compete.

      The color palette was neither the stark monochromes Adrian preferred nor the vibrant hues he imagined Kai might choose. Instead, he'd created a scheme that borrowed from both—warm neutrals punctuated with strategic accents of deep blue and burnished gold.

      Adrian added a sitting area by the window—two chairs angled toward each other, positioned to frame the view but also to facilitate conversation. In his mind, he saw Kai sprawled in one, legs hooked over the armrest, challenging Adrian's ideas about some project or client.

      As he continued to refine the design, Adrian realized he wasn't just sketching furniture and spatial relationships. He was imagining moments, rituals, a shared life.

      Morning light filtering through carefully selected blinds, illuminating Kai's face as he slept. The two of them navigating the space during rushed mornings, moving around each other with practiced ease. Quiet evenings with Adrian reading reports while Kai worked through whatever occupied his attention, their silence comfortable, unforced.

      Adrian added a detail he'd never considered for his own bedroom: a sound system, integrated discreetly into the walls. Kai would want music. He'd fill the space with it, probably something with too much bass and lyrics Adrian would pretend to find trivial but secretly memorize.

      The en-suite bathroom took shape next. Adrian designed double sinks without hesitation—a startling admission of his intentions. One area organized with mathematical precision for his own grooming supplies. The other with more flexible storage for Kai's less predictable collection.

      The shower was large enough for two, with dual showerheads and built-in seating. Adrian's pencil lingered here, adding details that made his breath catch—imagining Kai's body pressed against Italian tile, steam rising around them, Kai's laugh echoing off the glass and marble.

      But it was the closet that gave Adrian pause. He found himself designing equal space—half for his own meticulously organized suits, shirts color-coded and arranged by season and weight; half for Kai's more eclectic wardrobe. Their lives literally hanging side by side.

      Adrian sat back, surveying what he'd created. It wasn't just a bedroom. It was a declaration of intent. A space designed specifically for coexistence, for the merging of two distinctly different lives.

      For three hours, he hadn’t just been planning furniture placement and fabric choices, but the very fabric of intimacy. Of partnership. Of trust.

      And that's when the realization hit him with the force of a collapsing support beam: this wasn't just about sex or companionship or even the undeniable chemistry between them.

      This was about love.

      The pencil slipped from Adrian's fingers, rolling across the detailed drawing of a life he didn't yet have. A life that was rapidly becoming the only one he could imagine wanting.

      He'd spent his career crafting spaces for other people to inhabit—perfect, controlled environments that reflected what he thought they needed. But in all that time, he'd never designed something he truly wanted for himself.

      Until now.

      Adrian picked up the pencil again, adding one final detail to the nightstand on Kai's side: a small brass key. In his mind, it wasn't just access to this hypothetical shared bedroom, but to everything—his home, his work, his life. All the spaces he'd kept locked and separate.

      He wrote a single word in his precise, deliberate script beside it: "Yours."

      Outside, the rain continued to fall, but inside, something had shifted. Adrian carefully rolled up the design and secured it with a band. He wouldn't show it to Kai—not yet. Perhaps not ever. It was too revealing, too naked an admission of how deeply the younger man had infiltrated not just his thoughts but his future.

      But the act of creation had clarified something Adrian had been fighting for weeks. This wasn't just desire. It wasn't just fascination with something different, something unpredictable.

      This was want in its purest form—the desire not just for possession but for belonging. For merging. For the dismantling of the careful separation Adrian had maintained between himself and the rest of the world.

      Adrian glanced at the clock: 2:17 AM. Too late to call. But not too late to recognize the truth that had been hiding behind his carefully constructed fantasies.

      He wanted more than Kai's body or his time or even his affection.

      He wanted integration. Completion. The filling of empty spaces he hadn't even acknowledged existed until Kai had walked into his life.

      Adrian carefully stored the rolled design in his private portfolio, alongside other dreams too revealing to share.

      Three days of silence was enough. He needed to apologize, explain. He needed to fix things with Kai before he lost the chance to be with him.

      For once, Adrian didn’t think. He let his body move on its own accord, barely remembering to lock the door behind him as he left his apartment carrying nothing but himself and a hope for something better. The pouring rain left his skin freezing at two in the morning, but the burn in his heart kept him going until he ended up where he needed to be: with Kai.

      Adrian’s hand reached up to knock at Kai’s door, tentatively at first but increasingly more urgent as the second went by. He wasn’t sure what to say, hadn’t planned out anything like he usually did, but that didn’t matter. He was determined to fix things. Not immediately, not all at once, but perhaps he could begin dismantling some of the walls he’d built for himself, brick by careful brick.

      After all, even the most beautifully designed space was worthless if you had to live in it alone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A DANCE OF SHADOWS
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            A BOUGHT FOR PLEASURE STORY

          

        

      

    

    
      Elliot Shaw believes in control—over his business, his emotions, and especially his heart. But when he’s convinced by a friend to attend an exclusive soirée, Elliot’s carefully curated world begins to crumble. Enter Javier Cruz: a fiery dancer whose movements captivate the room and whose offer for one night of unbridled passion tempts Elliot to abandon his rigid rules.

      What begins as a transactional arrangement quickly deepens into something neither man expected. But as shadows from their pasts resurface, Elliot and Javier must decide if the walls between them are worth tearing down—or if they’ll leave their hearts hidden in the dark.
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            A CHANCE INVITATION

          

        

      

    

    
      The rain whispered against the windows of Elliot Shaw’s penthouse, blurring the skyline.

      The apartment was a reflection of its owner—elegant, understated, and meticulously ordered. The walls were adorned with deliberately chosen pieces of modern art, their bold lines and muted colors creating a sense of calm sophistication. A grand piano stood in one corner, its polished surface gleaming under the soft glow of a floor lamp.

      Elliot sat at his desk, his lean frame hunched over a stack of paperwork. His silver-streaked dark hair was slightly disheveled from a long day at the gallery, and his piercing blue eyes scanned the documents with a focused intensity, his expression one of quiet determination.

      The doorbell rang, sharp and insistent, pulling him from his work. He frowned, glancing at the clock on the wall. It was nearly eight in the evening, and he wasn't expecting anyone. Setting down his pen, he rose from his chair and made his way to the door in deliberate, unhurried movements.

      When he opened the door, he was met with the sight of Lisa Bennett, her auburn hair damp from the rain and her cheeks flushed with exertion. She wore a tailored trench coat over a sleek black dress, her heels clicking against the marble floor as she stepped inside without waiting for an invitation.

      Lisa was, unfortunately, one of the very few people Elliot could perhaps consider a friend. Lisa’s version of friendship was bullying, so Elliot endured her constant teasing the way someone might endure a chronic headache—grudgingly, with quiet resentment and a vague hope it might someday go away on its own.

      She called it “tough love.” He called it Tuesday. Still, for all her barbed words and dramatic eye rolls, she showed up when no one else did, and that, Elliot supposed, had to count for something.

      "Lisa," Elliot said, his tone a mixture of surprise and mild irritation. "To what do I owe this unexpected visit?"

      "Don't sound so thrilled to see me," Lisa replied, her voice dripping with sarcasm as she shrugged off her coat and draped it over the back of a chair. "I come bearing gifts."

      She held up a bottle of wine, its label indicating it was something expensive and undoubtedly chosen to appeal to his refined tastes.

      Elliot raised an eyebrow, his expression skeptical. "And what occasion would warrant such generosity?"

      "Can't a friend just drop by to check in on you?" she asked, her tone light but her gaze sharp, as though she were already preparing for an argument.

      "You never just 'drop by,' Lisa," Elliot said, crossing his arms over his chest. "What do you want?"

      Lisa sighed, setting the bottle down on the coffee table and turning to face him. "Fine. I'll cut to the chase. There's a charity gala tomorrow night, and you're coming with me."

      Elliot's frown deepened. "A gala? You know I don't do those kinds of events."

      "Exactly," Lisa said, her hands on her hips. "Which is why you need to come. You can't spend your entire life holed up in here or buried in work at the gallery. It's not healthy, Elliot."

      "I'm not holed up," he replied, his voice calm but firm. "I'm simply selective about how I spend my time. There's a difference."

      "Selective," Lisa repeated, her tone mocking. "Sure, that's one word for it. Another might be 'reclusive.' Or 'stubborn.' Or⁠—"

      "Enough," Elliot interrupted, holding up a hand to silence her. "I appreciate your concern, Lisa, but I'm perfectly content with my life as it is."

      "Content?" Lisa's laughter was sharp, almost bitter. "Elliot, you're not content. You're... stagnant. You haven't been on a date in years, you barely socialize, and the only time you leave this apartment is to go to work. That's not living. That's existing."

      Elliot's jaw tightened, a flicker of irritation crossing his features. "I don't need a social calendar to feel fulfilled. My work is my passion. It's enough."

      "Is it?" Lisa challenged, stepping closer to him. "Or are you just afraid to let anyone in? To take a risk? To actually live?"

      Her words struck a nerve, and Elliot looked away, his gaze falling on the rain-streaked windows. There was a moment of silence.

      "This gala," Lisa said, her voice softer now, "It's an opportunity, Elliot. A chance to meet new people, to step out of your comfort zone. Who knows? You might even enjoy yourself."

      Elliot sighed, running a hand through his hair. "And if I don't?"

      "Then you can leave early," Lisa said, her tone lightening as she sensed his doubt giving way for reconsideration. "But at least give it a chance. For me?"

      Elliot studied her for a moment, his expression unreadable. Eventually, he nodded, though his reluctance was evident. "Fine. I'll go. But if it's as insufferable as I imagine, I reserve the right to never attend another one of your events again."

      Lisa's smile was triumphant, her eyes glinting with mischief. "Deal. But I have a feeling you'll thank me later."

      Elliot doubted that very much, but he didn't argue. Instead, he picked up the bottle of wine and headed to the kitchen, leaving Lisa to make herself at home on the sofa. He shook his head—Lisa was something far beyond his control. And for a man who thrived on order and predictability, that was often more unsettling than he cared to admit.

      Outside, the rain continued its steady rhythm, a gentle backdrop to the night as Elliot retrieved two wine glasses from the cabinet. He took his time opening the bottle, the cork releasing with a soft pop, its faint scent drifting upward.

      The click of Lisa’s heels was audible as she wandered the apartment, her movements unhurried but intentional. Elliot glanced toward the living room and found her examining one of the paintings on the wall, her head tilted in thought.

      "Still obsessed with geometric abstraction?" she teased, not turning around.

      "It's timeless," Elliot replied, pouring the wine. "Unlike some people."

      Lisa smirked but didn't respond, her eyes tracing the bold lines of the piece. "You always did like things that had a clear structure."

      Elliot joined her a moment later, handing her a glass. "And you've always liked things that disrupt it."

      "That's why we make such a good team," she said with a wink, raising her glass. "To unlikely friendships."

      He hesitated for a moment before clinking his glass lightly against hers.

      "Unlikely indeed," he agreed, though his tone lacked the playfulness of hers.

      They sipped in silence for a moment, the wine smooth and full-bodied, its warmth spreading slowly. Lisa wandered over to the piano, running her fingers lightly across the keys without pressing down. "You still play?"

      "Occasionally," Elliot replied, leaning against the edge of the sofa. "Though it's more for display these days."

      Lisa gave him a knowing look. "More like a monument of what you used to love. What happened, Elliot? You used to live for music."

      Elliot didn't answer right away, his gaze distant.

      "Priorities change," he said finally. "Life changes."

      Lisa studied him, her expression soft at last. "You mean you changed. And not for the better."

      "Not everyone can remain the same carefree creature, Lisa," he said quietly. "Not everyone is as fearless as you."

      Lisa let out a short laugh, though there was no humor in it. "Fearless? You give me too much credit. I'm just better at pretending."

      Elliot's piercing blue eyes met hers, something unspoken passing between them. For a moment, the room felt smaller, the rain quieter.

      "Tomorrow," Lisa said, breaking the moment and setting her glass on the piano. "Try pretending for once. Pretend that you're not the guy who keeps everyone at arm's length. Pretend that you're someone who actually wants to be there."

      Elliot raised an eyebrow. "And what will that accomplish?"

      She shrugged, her smile soft but inscrutable. "Maybe nothing. Or maybe everything."

      Before he could respond, Lisa picked up her coat and slung it over her arm. "I should go. Don't stay up all night brooding—or worse, trying to come up with excuses to bail on me."

      "Tempting," Elliot said dryly, though a faint smile tugged at his lips.

      As she reached the door, Lisa paused, turning back to face him.

      "You'll thank me one day," she said, echoing her earlier words. "Even if it's not tomorrow."

      "Doubtful," he replied, but there was a flicker of something—amusement, perhaps—in his tone.

      Lisa left with the same self-assured energy she'd arrived with, her heels clicking against the hallway floor until the sound disappeared entirely. Elliot stood in the quiet, the rain now the only companion to his thoughts. He looked down at the glass of wine still in his hand, swirling it absentmindedly.

      "Not tomorrow," he murmured to himself, glancing at the rain-streaked window. But as much as he hated to admit it, a small part of him wondered if Lisa might just be right.
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        * * *

      

      The hall was awash in soft gold light, the chandeliers overhead casting delicate patterns onto the polished parquet floor.

      Elliot stood at the periphery of the grand room, his tall frame as still and unyielding as one of the columns flanking the ballroom. He adjusted the cuff of his charcoal suit—a nervous habit more than an act of refinement—and sipped from the glass of champagne he hadn't wanted in the first place.

      The charity gala was in full swing, laughter and music mingling in the air, the scent of orchids interwoven with the sharper notes of expensive perfume. Lisa had abandoned him within minutes of their arrival, flitting effortlessly from one socialite to another, leaving him to fend for himself in a sea of glittering strangers. She had always thrived in such settings.

      Elliot, on the other hand, was drowning in their suffocating familiarity.

      He had just begun to wonder how long he could linger in the shadows before retreating entirely when the music changed. The live string quartet faded into a sultry, rhythmic beat, and the crowd, like a tide, parted. All attention turned toward the raised stage at the center of the room.

      Elliot's gaze followed the collective motion, and what he saw snared him instantly.

      The dancer was magnetic. He moved with a lithe grace, every line of his body speaking a language Elliot didn't fully understand but couldn't look away from. The dancer's skin glistened faintly under the stage lights, his dark curls damp as though kissed by the very rain that had followed Elliot earlier that evening. His crimson silk shirt clung to him, open at the chest and catching every curve of muscle, every deliberate motion.

      The room held its breath as the dancer—no, performer—swayed his hips, his movements sensual without veering into vulgarity. His eyes scanned the crowd, a hint of a smirk playing on his lips, as though he was aware of the way his presence commanded attention.

      And then, for a fleeting moment, those piercing brown eyes locked onto Elliot's, and something visceral, immediate, passed between them.

      Elliot stiffened, his fingers tightening around his glass. The dancer's gaze lingered just a beat too long, as though daring him to respond, before shifting away.

      "Well," Lisa's voice sounded suddenly at his shoulder, startling him. She was holding a fresh cocktail, her smile conspiratorial as her gaze flicked between Elliot and the stage. "Looks like someone caught your eye."

      "You're imagining things," Elliot replied tersely, though the faint warmth creeping up his neck betrayed him.

      "Please," Lisa scoffed, sipping her drink. "I've known you long enough to recognize that look, even though I haven’t seen it in years. Why don't you introduce yourself? Lord knows you could use a little excitement in your life."

      Elliot opened his mouth to object, but Lisa cut him off with a wave of her hand. "Oh, stop scowling. If you won't take the initiative, I'll just have to handle it myself."

      Before he could stop her, she had slipped into the crowd, her heels clicking purposefully against the floor. Elliot swore under his breath, his gaze darting back to the stage.

      The performance had ended, and the dancer was now descending the steps, his breath slightly labored, his curls falling messily over his brow. The applause was deafening, but it seemed he barely noticed, accepting compliments with a polite nod and an easy, practiced smile.

      Within moments, Lisa had reached him, a friendly hand resting gently on his forearm. She leaned in to speak, and though Elliot couldn't hear her words, the dancer's amused glance in his direction was enough to confirm his worst fears.

      Minutes later, Lisa returned, towing the dancer behind her like a cat presenting its prize.

      "Elliot, meet Javier," she announced triumphantly. "Javier, this is Elliot Shaw. He's the gallery owner I was telling you about."

      Javier's smile was dazzling, though there was a subtle sharpness in his expression, as though he were testing Elliot's reaction.

      "Elliot," Javier said, his voice rich and lightly accented, "it's a pleasure."

      "Likewise," Elliot managed, extending a hand. Javier took it, his grip firm but unhurried, his skin warm.

      "You were... mesmerizing," Elliot said before he could stop himself.

      Javier's lips curved into a slow, teasing smile. "Thank you. I try to make an impression."

      "You succeeded," Elliot replied, his tone drier than he intended.

      Lisa grinned between them, clearly pleased with herself.

      "I'll leave you two to chat," she said breezily, disappearing into the crowd once more.

      Elliot glanced after her, muttering, "Of course she will."

      Javier chuckled, his laughter low and intimate. "You're not much for these events, are you?"

      "Was it that obvious?"

      "You look like you'd rather be anywhere else."

      Elliot couldn't help the faint smirk tugging at his lips. "I would. But Lisa has a way of making refusal... impossible."

      Javier stepped closer, his presence magnetic. "She's not wrong to drag you here. This isn't the worst place to be, is it?"

      "That depends on who you're talking to," Elliot countered.

      Javier tilted his head, studying him. "And am I making it better or worse?"

      Elliot hesitated, caught off guard by the directness of the question.

      "Better," he admitted quietly, the word slipping out before he could second-guess it.

      Javier's smile deepened, satisfaction flickering across his face. "Good. Then let's have a drink."

      They found a quiet corner at the edge of the room with an empty table, Javier's easy charm cutting through Elliot's usual reserve. Their conversation flowed more naturally than Elliot had anticipated, the initial tension giving way to something lighter, even playful.

      Javier leaned forward slightly, his hand brushing the stem of his wine glass. "So, Elliot, is it true you own that gallery on Madison?"

      "It is," Elliot replied. "Do you visit often?"

      "Occasionally," Javier said, his tone coy. "I appreciate art. In all its forms."

      There was a beat of silence, the words hanging between them like an unspoken challenge.

      Elliot met his gaze, his voice steady but tinged with curiosity. "And which forms do you prefer?"

      Javier's lips curved, his eyes gleaming with mischief. "The kind that leaves an impression long after it's gone."

      Elliot's pulse quickened, though he kept his expression neutral. "An admirable quality."

      Javier raised his glass in a mock toast. "To admirable qualities, then."

      They lingered there for what felt like hours, though Elliot knew it was less. The world around them blurred, the noise of the gala fading into the background. Javier was sharp and disarmingly perceptive, his wit a match for Elliot's own, and Elliot found himself drawn in despite his better judgment.

      As the evening wore on, Javier leaned back in his chair, a lazy smile on his face. "Well, Elliot, I should probably get back. But before I go..."

      He reached into his pocket, pulling out a small, elegant card. He set it on the table between them, his fingers lingering briefly on the edge.

      "If you ever want to... explore other forms of art, give me a call," Javier said, his tone light but his gaze intense.

      Elliot stared at the card, the implication clear, his mind racing.

      Javier rose, his movements fluid, and leaned in close enough for Elliot to catch the faint scent of sandalwood.

      "Goodnight, Elliot," he murmured, his voice soft but purposeful.

      And then he was gone, disappearing into the crowd with the same ease with which he'd entered it.

      Elliot remained seated, the card still on the table before him, both a temptation and a challenge.
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      The days following the gala felt like an interminable stretch of indecision for Elliot.

      The card still lay on his desk, where he had first left it after that night—untouched, yet impossible to ignore. He would glance at it now and then, as if hoping it might disappear. The inked letters of Javier's name mocked him each time he passed by, urging him to act, to decide.

      Cloaked in the quiet of his study, with the distant morning traffic humming a lullaby, Elliot wrestled with the noise inside his own head.

      He had always taken pride in his restraint, his ability to remain aloof in the face of temptation. Yet Javier's eyes—those deep, liquid brown eyes—had burrowed into his thoughts with an intensity he hadn't expected at all.

      Javier's presence had an electric charge, as if he were made of something more than skin and bone, something that reached inside Elliot and twisted his usual self-control. The more he thought about it, the more he found himself drawn to the enigma that was Javier.

      There had been a languid, confident quality in his every word, a sense of power in his silence. Javier was a mystery, and Elliot hated mysteries.

      And yet... he was intrigued. No, more than intrigued. He was utterly fascinated by the subtle danger in Javier's smile, the unspoken promise of something far beyond the ordinary, the mundane.

      Still, he hesitated. The reality of what Javier had offered, so casually, made him feel like a fool. But wasn't that exactly what intrigued him? The daring boldness, the confidence with which Javier had placed himself before Elliot, as though Elliot had no choice but to take notice.

      With a sharp exhale, Elliot finally reached for the card. His fingers lingered over it, the weight of it unsettling, a small piece of paper that seemed to carry the weight of an entire world.

      He slid the card into his pocket, then retrieved his phone, his thumb hovering over the keypad.

      It took him several moments, perhaps minutes, but he finally typed the message. He felt his pulse quicken as he pressed send.

      "Javier. It's Elliot. I'd like to take you up on your offer. Are you free tonight?"

      The message was simple, perhaps too simple. But in its simplicity lay the truth of his intentions, or perhaps his desperation. There was no flowery language, no pretense. Only an honest admission of what he wanted.

      He set the phone aside, trying to steady his breathing. His mind raced as he waited for a response, each passing second feeling like an eternity. The clock on the wall seemed louder than usual, ticking away in mockery of his impatience.

      Then, as though answering his thoughts, the phone buzzed. He snatched it up almost too quickly, ignoring his trembling fingers.

      "Elliot, I'm glad you reached out. Let's meet at seven. Have you heard of the new restaurant down on sixth?"

      His stomach tightened at the casual nature of the response, but a flush of excitement surged through him. He stared at the screen for a moment, his eyes scanning the words again.

      Elliot felt his heart skip a beat.

      Can I really do this?

      It wasn't that he didn't know if he could meet up with another man; what Elliot wasn’t sure about was this—could he walk into the unknown, into a world where lines blurred, where pleasure and power were as intertwined as the shadows that danced around him?

      The day passed in a haze. He found himself caught between dread and anticipation, a strange mix of both pulling at him with equal strength. His thoughts wandered, as they always did when he allowed himself to indulge in them.

      Was he just another random encounter to Javier? Or was there something more to their interaction? That question gnawed at him, burrowing deeper into his mind as the evening drew nearer.

      At exactly seven, Elliot found himself standing outside the restaurant Javier suggested—a sleek, modern establishment tucked away in the quieter part of the city. Its minimalist design stood in stark contrast to the chaos of the world around it, a sanctuary for those who could afford its tranquility. The neon lights above buzzed softly, their glow a reminder that he was about to step into a world he didn't entirely understand.

      He took a deep breath before pushing through the door, and as he entered, the familiar scent of aged wood and expensive cologne hit him, wrapping around him like a second skin. The ambiance was serene, the low hum of jazz music adding an air of sophistication to the otherwise quiet room.

      And then, there he was. Javier.

      He stood by the bar, a vision of elegance in a dark, tailored suit that fit him impeccably. The sharp lines of his jaw and the way his dark eyes flicked over to Elliot the moment he stepped inside sent a rush of heat through Elliot's chest. Javier's gaze was magnetic and unrelenting, as though he could see everything in Elliot, all the truths and the lies wrapped inside his chest.

      Elliot approached, his steps feeling heavier than usual, as though the weight of his decision had finally caught up to him.

      "Evening," Javier greeted, his voice smooth, like velvet brushing against skin. He smiled that same slow, dangerous smile, and Elliot felt a shiver of anticipation coil low in his stomach.

      "You're punctual," Javier observed, his eyes glinting with something unreadable. "I like that."

      Elliot could hardly bring himself to respond, his thoughts scattered. He reached out to shake Javier's hand, the touch sending a small jolt through his fingertips. Javier's skin was warm, the brief contact sending a wave of awareness washing over him. This is real. This is happening.

      They moved to a private booth in the back, and Javier waved a hand dismissively at the waiter who had offered them menus.

      "We'll just have drinks for now," he said, settling into the seat across from Elliot with a relaxed grace that only added to his allure.

      The conversation flowed easily, though it was more Javier's ease than Elliot's, his words sharp and laden with meaning that seemed to go beyond the surface. They talked about the city, about art, about all the things Elliot didn't really care for, but which seemed to draw Javier in.

      And through it all, Javier's presence never faltered—he was a constant, unyielding force, making Elliot feel both incredibly small and undeniably important.

      At one point, their conversation lulled into a silence that was both comfortable and unnerving. Elliot's fingers traced the rim of his glass, his mind restless. Javier's eyes watched him with an intensity that left Elliot feeling exposed, laid bare.

      At last, it was Javier who broke the silence.

      "I'm curious," he murmured, his voice low, almost teasing. "What exactly made you decide to reach out, Elliot?"

      Elliot's breath caught in his throat, his thoughts racing. There were so many reasons he could give, but none of them felt right. He couldn't put words to the stirring need, the pull that had drawn him here, to this moment.

      "I'm not sure," he admitted finally, his voice quieter than he'd intended. "Maybe I'm just... curious. Or maybe I've reached the point where I don't care about what I should do."

      Javier's smile deepened, the corner of his mouth quirking in a knowing, almost predatory way. "I like that," he said softly. "But I'd be lying if I said I didn't wonder what you really want."

      There was something in the question, something in the way Javier said it, that made Elliot feel as if he were on the verge of stepping into a realm from which there would be no turning back.

      "I want to find out," Elliot whispered, the words escaping before he could stop them.
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      Elliot paced the length of his gallery, fingers brushing across the smooth surfaces of the paintings as though they might offer him some reassurance. The tall windows were draped with heavy velvet curtains, allowing only the faintest of city lights to creep through, casting long shadows that made the art seem more mysterious, more alive.

      Tonight, he had invited Javier here, for their second meeting, to this space that he had meticulously arranged, a place that was both his sanctuary and his fortress.

      The table was set, the soft glow of candlelight dancing across polished glassware, the faint scent of freshly uncorked wine filling the room. Yet despite the romantic elegance, there was an undercurrent of something far more primal in the air, thick with the tension that hummed between them since their first meeting.

      Elliot could feel it—knew it in his bones—that this evening would be nothing like any other dinner he had hosted in this gallery. He had always kept his distance, whether physically or emotionally, from those who entered this space. But Javier was different. The man had gotten under his skin in a way that no one had, and now here he was, the walls between them poised to crumble in the dim light of his gallery.

      As the clock ticked toward the appointed hour, Elliot could hear the sound of a car pulling into the driveway outside, the tires skimming the wet asphalt with a muted hiss. His pulse quickened, his palms growing damp as the reality of what was to come set in.

      Moments later, there was a knock at the door, a soft sound that broke the silence. Elliot moved to answer it with steady steps, but inside, there was a storm brewing. Javier's presence was like a spark to dry tinder, and Elliot wasn't sure he was ready for the fire that would follow.

      He opened the door, and Javier stood on the threshold, his striking figure framed in the doorway. His dark suit was tailored to perfection, the fabric gleaming faintly under the soft lighting from inside. His eyes met Elliot's with a knowing gleam, and for a moment, neither of them spoke.

      Javier was the first to break the silence, his voice low and almost teasing. "You certainly know how to set the stage, Elliot."

      The way his words lingered, heavy with unspoken promise, made Elliot's heart thrum in his chest. He gestured toward the table, his own voice barely steady as he replied, "I wanted tonight to be special."

      “Special?” Javier's lips quirked upward at the edges. "I expected you to be one for subtlety."

      Elliot offered him a cool, measured smile, but it didn't reach his eyes. Instead, he motioned for Javier to come inside.

      "I thought you'd appreciate the setting," he said, the words hanging in the air like a challenge. "A place where we can be... uninterrupted."

      Javier stepped over the threshold with a fluid grace, his gaze never leaving Elliot's face as he entered the gallery. He took in the atmosphere—rich, luxurious, but somehow distant, like the art that adorned the walls. His eyes flicked toward the table, then back to Elliot.

      "You're trying to tell me something, aren't you?" Javier's voice was soft, but there was an edge to it, something sharp beneath the surface. He moved toward the table, his hand grazing the back of the chair as if he were already making himself at home.

      Elliot watched him, feeling a surge of heat that wasn't entirely welcome. There was no denying that Javier had a way of commanding attention, of making Elliot feel both uncomfortable and drawn to him in ways he didn't fully understand.

      "Perhaps," Elliot said, a slight smirk curling on his lips as he poured wine into two glasses. "Or perhaps I'm just setting a trap, and you're the one walking right into it."

      Javier's laugh was quiet, but it held a sharpness that made Elliot's stomach tighten. He stepped closer, the soft click of his shoes on the floor a rhythmic beat that seemed to echo in the quiet room. "I'm not the one walking into anything, Elliot. I'm already here."

      Their eyes met across the table, the distance between them shrinking with each passing second. Javier's expression was unreadable, but the heat in his gaze betrayed something deeper, something that was rapidly unraveling Elliot's composure.

      The two men sat, the air between them thick with a welcome tension, their gazes clashing, as if testing each other's resolve. Each word they spoke was weighed, measured, as if every syllable could either draw them closer or push them further apart.

      Javier reached for his wine, swirling it slowly in his glass, his fingers delicate yet purposeful. He took a long sip, never breaking eye contact with Elliot.

      "You're trying too hard to appear indifferent," he remarked casually. "It's not working."

      Elliot set his glass down with a sharp clink, his hand gripping the stem with far more force than necessary. "I'm not indifferent."

      Javier tilted his head, a smile playing at the corners of his mouth. "Then what are you, Elliot? You invited me here, gave me this entire evening to yourself, but now you seem almost afraid of what will happen next."

      There it was—the truth laid bare, in Javier's quiet, incisive way. Elliot's heart started beating faster, the pulse of his own vulnerability thrumming beneath the surface. He wasn't afraid, not exactly, but the thought of surrendering control, of allowing this man to take him into a world he couldn't predict...

      It was terrifying and intoxicating at the same time.

      "I'm not afraid," Elliot said firmly, though the words seemed less certain the moment they left his mouth.

      Javier leaned back in his chair, his expression turning almost contemplative as he studied Elliot. "You don't have to say anything," he murmured, almost to himself. "I can see it in your eyes."

      Elliot's breath caught. The artful subtlety of Javier's gaze felt as if it were peeling him open, layer by delicate layer, exposing him in ways he never expected. He wasn't sure if he wanted to flee or lean into it, to let himself be taken by the same force that had drawn him here in the first place.

      Javier's voice broke the silence again, soft and dangerous. "But maybe we should stop talking. Perhaps talking isn't what you really want."

      The words lingered between them, and without another thought, Elliot stood abruptly, his hand extending toward Javier, fingers trembling just enough for it to be noticeable. Javier accepted the invitation without hesitation, his hand closing around Elliot's wrist with a possessive firmness that sent a jolt through him.

      The room felt impossibly small as they moved toward the center of the gallery, their bodies gravitating toward one another like magnets, drawn by an unseen force. Javier's lips brushed against Elliot's ear, his breath hot and slow.

      "Are you sure?" he whispered, his voice like silk. "Because once we start, there's no going back."

      Elliot's pulse hammered in his throat, and he nodded, unable to speak, his chest tight with anticipation.

      Without another word, Javier's lips captured Elliot’s in a kiss that was all fire and need, urgent and slow all at once. The taste of wine lingered on both their tongues, mingling with the raw hunger that simmered between them.

      Hands moved with purpose—Javier's fingers tracing the edge of Elliot's shirt, slipping under the fabric, grazing the skin beneath, leaving a trail of heat in their wake. Elliot's hands found their way to Javier's chest, feeling the strong, unyielding muscles beneath the fabric, but also something softer, something far more vulnerable that made his chest tighten in ways he hadn't expected.

      They pulled apart for a breath, their foreheads resting against each other, both of them gasping for air.

      "You're mine tonight," Javier murmured, his voice rough, almost possessive.

      Elliot closed his eyes, the words sinking deep into him like a promise. His control, his reason, everything slipped away as the shadows of the gallery enveloped them both, and for the first time in a long while, he let go.

      Their passion was a powerful, living thing that breathed and moved in time with their desires. And all the art around them only served to accentuate what they were feeling.
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      The gallery was quieter than usual tonight, the sound of their breaths the only noise that dared to fill the air. There had been several encounters between Elliot and Javier now—each one leaving its mark in a way neither man could deny, though both did their best to ignore it. The art around them seemed to speak louder than words ever could, capturing in its colors and strokes the unspoken tension that lingered in every glance, every touch.

      The evening had begun like any other. They had dined, talked about the paintings, the way light played off the hues, and how each piece reflected something raw in them both.

      But tonight, there was a unique buzz that came with each touch of their skin, a shift in the air that had nothing to do with the art itself. They were no longer simply observers of beauty—they were caught in a web that neither could quite untangle.

      Elliot had always prided himself on control. His life, his gallery, his meticulously curated world—everything was under his command. But Javier had a way of slipping past his carefully erected barriers, of turning the tables without Elliot even realizing it until he found himself vulnerable in the most unexpected ways.

      He tried to mask it, tried to hide behind his cynicism and well-placed sarcasm, but it wasn't working. Not anymore.

      Tonight, as the shadows grew longer and the candles flickered low, Javier seemed to sense it. He had always been astute, keenly aware of every slight shift in Elliot's posture, every subtle change in his expression. They sat across from one another at the table, the remnants of their meal forgotten as they faced the gravity of their growing connection.

      Javier leaned back in his chair, his eyes never leaving Elliot's face. "You're quiet tonight," he observed, his voice low and almost inviting.

      Elliot's fingers tapped rhythmically on the edge of his wineglass, a nervous gesture that belied the calm he was trying so desperately to maintain. "Am I?"

      Javier's gaze softened, his lips curling in a small, knowing smile. "You don't have to pretend with me, Elliot. You know that, right?"

      Elliot looked away, his eyes drifting to one of the paintings hanging on the far wall. It was an abstract piece, vibrant with color, but chaotic in a way that unsettled him. Much like his own mind felt at this moment. He couldn't bring himself to look at Javier, not directly, because doing so meant acknowledging the truth he had been running from for so long.

      "I don't know what you mean."

      Javier leaned forward, his elbows resting on the table, his fingers steepled in front of him as he studied Elliot with a quiet intensity.

      "I mean this... distance between us," he said, his tone gentle but insistent. "You're holding something back, and it's not just your usual hesitation."

      Elliot's heart skipped a beat, and his fingers faltered on the glass. He wanted to argue, to brush it off as a passing observation, but he couldn't. The words, the thoughts, had already begun to spill from the cracks in his armor.

      "I don't trust people," Elliot said, the words leaving his mouth before he could stop them, his voice quieter than he intended. "Not anymore."

      Javier's eyes softened, his gaze no longer the sharp, probing one it had been moments before. He reached across the table, his hand hovering just inches from Elliot's, the air tense with the weight of what had just been revealed. "Why?"

      Elliot's hand clenched around his glass, his knuckles white, as though holding on to something that might slip away if he let go. His chest tightened, and for the first time in a long while, the silence between them felt heavy with expectation, pressing against him from all sides.

      "I used to," Elliot said, his voice a low murmur. "Once... I believed in something. In someone. And it was a mistake." He paused, gathering the courage to say what he had never said aloud. "People... disappoint you. They leave. And you're left picking up the pieces, trying to figure out where everything went wrong."

      Javier was silent for a long moment, his gaze unwavering, as though waiting for Elliot to continue, to unravel more of the tangled knot inside him. When he spoke, his voice was soft, almost coaxing. Comforting.

      "You don't have to carry that weight alone," Javier said, his fingers brushing lightly against Elliot's hand, a touch so gentle that it sent a shiver down his spine. "I'm here, Elliot. I'm not going anywhere."

      The words were simple, but they struck Elliot like a thunderclap, rattling him to his core. His first instinct was to pull away, to retreat into the comfortable coldness of isolation, but something in Javier's eyes held him there, tethered to the moment.

      "I don't know how to trust anyone anymore," Elliot confessed, his voice barely a whisper. He finally turned his gaze back to Javier, unable to hide the vulnerability that was now plain for him to see. "And yet... here I am, telling you things I've never told anyone else."

      Javier's expression softened further, and for the first time, Elliot saw something in his eyes that wasn't just desire, but understanding—a deep, empathetic understanding that cut through the tension like a knife.

      "You don't have to trust me," Javier said, his voice low and steady. "Not yet, not fully. But you can start by letting me in, little by little. One step at a time."

      Elliot swallowed hard, his throat tight with the weight of his emotions. He had always been careful, always kept people at arm's length. But there was something about Javier—the way he looked at him, the way he seemed to understand without judgment—that made him want to tear down every wall he had ever built.

      "I don't know how to do that," Elliot admitted, the words sounding foreign on his tongue.

      Javier's lips curled into a small, reassuring smile. "Then let me show you."

      For a moment, they sat in silence. The tension between them had shifted, had become something different now. Something raw, something real.

      Javier leaned forward, his voice barely above a whisper. "You don't have to be perfect, Elliot. You just have to be willing."

      Elliot closed his eyes, the weight of the night pressing in on him, the pressure of the moment suffocating in its intensity. He could feel Javier's presence—so close, so palpable—and for the first time since he could remember, he didn't want to run.

      "I've never been good at being vulnerable," Elliot said, his voice barely audible. "I don't know how."

      Javier's hand covered his, warm and firm, grounding him. "That's okay," he murmured. "We'll figure it out together."

      Elliot's breath hitched, his heart racing as he felt the walls he had so carefully constructed begin to crumble around him, piece by piece. For the first time, he wasn't afraid to fall.

      The air between them grew charged, the energy crackling with an intensity that was impossible to ignore. Javier's gaze never left Elliot's face, his fingers tracing the back of Elliot's hand with slow, gentle movements.

      "I'm not asking for everything," Javier said, his voice thick with unspoken promise. "Just... start with me. Trust me, at least for tonight."

      Elliot closed his eyes, his chest rising and falling with shallow breaths. He was torn—caught between his fear of letting go and the overwhelming pull to surrender. Javier had opened something inside him, something he had buried for so long.

      And in this moment, for the first time in years, Elliot found himself longing to feel something real again.

      "I don't know if I'm ready," he whispered, his voice trembling with the weight of the confession.

      Javier's fingers gently caressed the back of his hand, the touch grounding him in a way nothing else had. "You don't have to be. Just let me in, Elliot. Just this once."

      The flickering of the candlelight on the polished wood, the way the shadows stretched across the walls, everything seemed to draw them closer. Their connection, once tenuous, was now tethered by a near magnetic force.

      Javier leaned back against his chair, eyes locked with Elliot's, the weight of what was left unsaid hanging between them.

      Something in Javier's gaze shifted. It wasn't just desire that simmered behind those dark eyes. There was a deeper, more complicated yearning—a hunger not for the body, but for the soul. Elliot felt it, too, a stirring deep within him that threatened to shake him from the foundation of his carefully constructed world.

      Javier exhaled slowly, his gaze moving away from Elliot's and briefly landing on the half-filled glass of wine in front of him. He picked it up, swirling the liquid gently before taking a slow sip, his fingers tracing the rim with a quiet, absentminded motion. His voice, when it came, was measured, revealing more than he intended, as if he, too, couldn't escape the pull between them.

      “Come,” he said. “Let’s walk.”

      Javier rose from his seat and moved deeper into the gallery without waiting to see if Elliot had followed him. Elliot did, of course, and he couldn’t decide whether the man’s confidence was unnerving or reassuring.

      "You know," Javier began, his voice low and deliberate, "I didn't always live like this. Chasing the high, running away from things... from people." His lips twisted slightly as if the words tasted foreign in his mouth. "When I was young, I had dreams. Real ones."

      Elliot watched him closely, the vulnerability in his tone a far cry from the confident, sometimes cocky man he'd come to know. There was something raw about this moment, a softness in Javier's words that Elliot hadn't expected to hear.

      "You've always been chasing something, haven't you?" Elliot's voice was softer now, coaxing the other man to continue, to share more.

      Javier chuckled, but it was a bitter sound, one that didn't quite reach his eyes. "Yeah. I suppose I have. At first, it was all about getting out, getting away. My family, the neighborhood we lived in... I wanted more than what I had. So, I took whatever opportunity came my way, no matter how... questionable it seemed."

      Elliot didn't interrupt, his gaze never leaving Javier's face. The flickering light danced over his features, revealing more of the man than Elliot had expected. The sharp edges of his past softened in that moment, leaving behind only the faintest traces of pain.

      "I found myself in a world I didn't quite belong in," Javier continued, his voice growing quieter. "The escort world—it's a business, not a lifestyle. You learn to do what you're good at, what keeps the money coming. I wasn't there to play the part of the perfect lover. I was just another commodity, another body they could buy, someone—no, something they could shape into whatever they wanted."

      Elliot's heart tightened at the admission. He had known there was more to Javier's past than he had let on, but hearing him speak so candidly, so openly—it made everything feel too concrete.

      "And you did it all to chase your dreams?" Elliot asked, unconsciously leaning toward him. The question was almost rhetorical, but the way it hung in the air made it clear that the answer mattered.

      Javier nodded, his eyes darkening as he stared into the depths of a wine-red painting. "I did. But somewhere along the way, I forgot what those dreams were. They got lost in the money, in the emptiness of it all. And then, somewhere between the calls and the late nights, I found something I wasn't looking for. Or rather, someone."

      Elliot's breath held in his chest, heart pounding. He knew where this was headed. He knew the words Javier was about to say before they left his lips.

      "You," Javier continued, his voice barely above a whisper. "I found you. And for a while, I didn't know what to do with that."

      The weight of the moment settled heavily between them. Elliot's pulse quickened, his mind reeling from the vulnerability in Javier's confession. He had never thought of himself as someone capable of causing such an effect on another person—especially not someone like Javier, who had seen it all, who had lived through more than most could imagine.

      "I've never been good at trusting either," Javier added, his voice barely audible now. "But with you, it's different. I don't know why... but it is."

      Elliot's heart thudded painfully in his chest, his words caught somewhere between his brain and his lips. There was a longing there, something deeper than he was willing to admit. Something that scared him.

      "Maybe I never will be able to trust again, but I don't think I can keep pretending that this—" Elliot gestured between them, the air thick with quiet tension. "is just a game anymore."

      Javier's eyes darkened, his lips curling into a half-smile. "It never was just a game, Elliot. Not for me." He took a step closer, his presence overwhelming in a way Elliot couldn't ignore. "Maybe I've been playing, too, but I never stopped wanting more. Maybe it's time we stop pretending that we don't."

      The words hung between them, heavy with meaning. Javier's hand hovered near Elliot's, a silent invitation. Their bodies were so close now that Elliot could feel the heat of Javier's skin, the intensity of his gaze.

      "I don't know what this is," Elliot admitted, his voice barely above a whisper, "but I don't think I can walk away from it."

      Javier's fingers brushed lightly over Elliot's knuckles, the touch sending a shiver up his spine. He tilted his head, studying Elliot's face as though searching for something he might never find.

      "You don't have to walk away," Javier murmured, his lips barely an inch from Elliot's ear. "Not yet."

      The words sent a ripple of electricity through Elliot's veins. His breath hitched, his chest tight as Javier's lips grazed his skin, a tender caress that both soothed and ignited his core.

      In the next instant, the space between them collapsed. Elliot's hand found its way to the back of Javier's neck, pulling him closer, their lips crashing together with a sudden, fierce intensity that was both desperate and tender. The kiss was like a storm—wild, unrelenting, and yet, somehow, deeply intimate. It was a surrender, an admission of everything they had been hiding, everything they had been too afraid to say.

      The room seemed to vanish around them as they lost themselves in the heat of the moment, the world outside nothing more than a distant memory. Their bodies moved together with a fluidity that spoke of something deeper, something more than just physical desire.

      Nothing mattered anymore. The fear, the hesitation—it all melted away in the fire of their connection, and all that remained was the undeniable truth that they were both in this together now.

      Neither knew where it would lead. But neither cared.
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            SHADOWS FROM THE PAST

          

        

      

    

    
      The air in Elliot's apartment had grown thick, as though the world outside had ceased to exist. He sat on a sofa by the large window, his gaze drifting over the city below, but his mind, ever restless, had taken him elsewhere. It was impossible for him to focus on the bustle of the streets when his thoughts, like some gnawing pest, kept returning to her.

      A face he'd thought he'd forgotten—Emma.

      It had been years since she'd betrayed him, but her name, like a whisper from a past life, had reappeared in his world once more, reminding him of all the things he had buried beneath layers of success and self-preservation.

      The memories of their time together flooded his mind in sharp bursts, uninvited and unwelcome. She had been everything he'd needed then—someone who could match his ambition, someone who understood the weight of their world. But she had also been the one who had shattered it all.

      He closed his eyes, trying to will the thoughts away, but they clung stubbornly to him, their presence like an anchor, holding him firmly to the ground. The text message he’d received earlier today had been brief but sharp, as if to wound him once again, bringing all his old doubts back to the surface.

      I need to speak with you.

      Her words, so simple, so innocent, had stirred a fear in him that he had thought was long gone.

      As his mind spiraled, he felt a familiar weight at his side—the comforting warmth of Javier's presence. But Javier, unlike before, was quiet. There was a new distance between them, an invisible wall that had begun to rise with each passing moment. The easy smiles, the easy touches—everything had shifted. And Elliot didn't know how to fix it.

      Beside him on the sofa, Javier stretched his legs out, his eyes fixed on the dance videos playing on the small television. The usual ease he carried had slipped, replaced by a tension that had crept into his posture. His brow furrowed slightly as the flickering lights from the screen played across his face, but there was a deeper unease that had settled in his eyes. He had been hiding it for days, but now it seemed impossible to ignore.

      Elliot felt the pull of the moment, the sudden need to speak, to say something—anything—but his throat constricted, the words caught in the web of his mind. How could he explain what was going on inside? How could he possibly admit that the arrival of Emma had cracked the fragile armor he had built around himself?

      Javier's voice finally cut through the thick silence, soft yet charged with something that hung quiet and dangerous on the edges of his words. "There's something I've been meaning to tell you."

      Elliot didn't turn toward him at first, afraid of what he might see. But he knew it was time. The words had to be spoken, the space between them needed to be closed, or they would both retreat into the shadows of their own minds, lost to whatever future they had yet to even begin.

      "You're leaving, aren't you?" Elliot asked, the question feeling like a weight he had carried for far too long.

      Javier's silence was answer enough. He had always been open with Elliot, always ready to speak, but now, the air between them was laden with hesitation.

      Elliot looked over at him, catching the faint flicker of hesitation in Javier's eyes. "You don't need to say anything," he added, though his voice was tight. "I know. I can see it in you."

      Javier sighed, his gaze turning to the screen again, the quiet tension still rippling through the room. "I've been offered a position with a dance company. A big one. The kind of opportunity I've been waiting for all my life."

      Elliot felt a sharp pang in his chest. He had known, deep down, that it would happen. Javier was destined for something greater, and Elliot had known that from the very beginning. But hearing it out loud—having the truth spoken in such a simple, matter-of-fact tone—struck him harder than he could have imagined.

      "How long?" Elliot asked, his voice strained. "How long before you're gone?"

      Javier shrugged slightly, his eyes not meeting Elliot's. "It's not about the time, Elliot. It's about what this means for me. I've been stuck here, stuck in the same cycle of pretending. I can't keep doing this."

      There was a rawness to his words that unsettled Elliot, making him feel exposed, as though all his carefully constructed defenses had been torn away. The vulnerability in Javier's eyes was too much, too honest, and it made something inside of Elliot crack just a little more.

      "And what does that mean for us?" Elliot asked, his voice quieter now, but carrying the weight of his unspoken fears.

      Javier didn't answer immediately. His gaze flicked to Elliot, and in that moment, it was as if he could see right through him.

      "I don't know," Javier said softly, the uncertainty clear in his voice. "I don't know if I can keep doing this—whatever this is. The more I stay here, the more I see how much I'm running from. How much I'm not being honest with myself."

      Elliot swallowed hard, the words hitting him like a punch to the gut. He had known there was a reason for the distance between them, a reason for the way Javier had pulled back. But he hadn't expected it to be this—this realization that their connection had always been fleeting, always just out of reach, like a dream that would vanish when morning came.

      "I can't ask you to stay, Javier," Elliot said, the words tasting bitter in his mouth. "You have your future. You can't let me drag you down because of my past."

      Javier's eyes softened, and he stood up, kneeling in front of Elliot. His hands rested gently on Elliot's knees. "You're not dragging me down. But you're not the only one with a past either, Elliot."

      The words hung heavy in the air. The tension between them had changed once again, this time settling into something far more profound than mere desire or fear. It was the acknowledgment of their shared struggles, their shared brokenness.

      "I didn't ask you to fix me," Elliot said, his voice low. "But every time I think I'm starting to open up, I'm reminded of why I closed myself off in the first place. Emma... she⁠—"

      He didn't finish the sentence. He didn't need to. The raw edge in his voice was enough to convey everything.

      Javier's hand cupped the side of Elliot's face, his touch gentle, but there was a firmness to it that spoke volumes. "I'm not her, Elliot. And I'm not going to hurt you like she did. You don't have to keep pushing me away. We both have to decide what we want out of this... or we both let it slip away."

      For a moment, neither of them moved. The silence stretched between them like a chasm, neither knowing whether to cross it or turn away.

      But in that stillness, something in Elliot began to shift. He had spent so long running from the truth, from his fears, from the past that had shaped him. But maybe it was time to stop running. Maybe it was time to let someone else in.

      "I’ve just begun to trust again," Elliot said softly. Somehow, the words felt heavier, more painful now than the first time he’d admitted them. “I don’t know what I’d do if…”

      Javier's smile was soft, but there was a certain understanding in it—one that only came from experience.

      "Neither do I," he said quietly, his thumb brushing over Elliot's jaw. "But I think we can figure it out together."

      Elliot looked into Javier's eyes, searching for something, anything, that would tell him whether it was worth it. And as he met the dark intensity of Javier's gaze, he knew, with painful clarity, that the choice had already been made.

      Whether they were ready or not, they had already crossed that line. And there was no turning back.
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            A DANCE OF REDEMPTION

          

        

      

    

    
      The theater was bathed in a soft, golden light, the kind that seemed to wrap around everything it touched, as if the world itself had paused to hold its breath. Elliot sat in the audience, his body still, his eyes locked on the stage where Javier moved with a grace that was almost otherworldly.

      Every step, every turn, every extension of Javier's body was a masterpiece—a raw, unfiltered expression of emotion that seemed to ripple through the air and settle deep in Elliot's chest. The dimmed lights of the auditorium cast long shadows, accentuating the lines of Javier's body as he carved through the space with the natural grace of a dancer who had long since surrendered to his art.

      Each motion was a story, a confession, a plea—longing, loss, strength born from vulnerability. It wasn't just a performance; it was Javier's soul laid bare, and Elliot felt it like a physical touch, a hand reaching into his chest and gripping his heart.

      Elliot's breath caught in his throat, his pulse quickening as he watched, transfixed. He could feel the rhythm of Javier's movements in his own body, a deep, resonant thrum that synced with the beat of his heart.

      Every muscle, every step, every flicker of Javier's expression told a story, and Elliot felt it in his bones, in the tightening of his chest, in the flutter of recognition that stirred something long buried within him. This moment was something he had never imagined he would witness.

      The vulnerability in Javier's movements mirrored what Elliot had spent years hiding: the weight of the past, the fear of failure, the desperate need to be seen. And here, on this stage, Javier had revealed it all.

      There was no pretense, no mask. Just the raw, unfiltered essence of a man who had fought through his own demons to become the person he was now.

      The final note of music rang out, a haunting echo that lingered in the air like a prayer. Javier paused, his body suspended in a final, powerful pose, chest heaving as he held the last breath of the performance.

      The audience erupted into applause, a wave of admiration that filled the room, but Elliot remained still, his gaze never leaving Javier. There was no mistaking it—this was more than art. This was truth.

      When the lights came up and the audience began to file out, Elliot remained seated, his mind racing. It wasn't just the performance that had moved him—it was the realization that he had been blind to so much.

      He had been so caught up in his own struggles, in his own fears, that he had failed to see the depth of Javier's strength. Javier had bared his soul on that stage, but it was more than a performance. It was an invitation.

      Elliot stood, his legs unsteady as he made his way through the lobby, past the other patrons still murmuring about the show. But Elliot was no longer paying attention to them. His eyes scanned the room, searching, until he found him—Javier, standing near the exit, his expression unreadable, though his body still hummed with the energy of the performance.

      He looked different—more present, more alive, much like the first time they’d met. And yet, there was a quiet distance between them that hadn't been there before.

      Elliot took a deep breath and crossed the room, his feet carrying him forward without thought. The closer he got, the more the tension in his chest tightened. His heart pounded louder with every step, each beat more urgent than the last.

      "Javier," he said, his voice unsteady but determined.

      Javier turned, the faintest smile playing on his lips as their eyes locked. But it wasn't a smile of triumph or pride. It was one of quiet understanding.

      "You came," Javier said softly, his voice still raw from the performance.

      "I had to," Elliot replied. "I—" He paused, struggling to find the words, to give voice to everything that had been building inside him. "I saw you tonight," he continued, his gaze intense, "and I realized how much I've been missing. How much I've been afraid of. Of myself, of you, of everything."

      Javier stepped closer, his presence enveloping Elliot like a warm breeze.

      "You don't have to explain it all," he murmured, a trace of sadness in his voice. "I know what it's like to be afraid. To close yourself off from what you really want, because you're scared it will slip away."

      Elliot shook his head, his eyes never leaving Javier's.

      "But I don't want to be scared anymore," he confessed, his voice cracking slightly. "I don't want to be scared of what I feel for you. I've pushed you away for so long, and I don't even know why. Maybe because I'm afraid I'll lose you... or maybe because I'm afraid of needing you too much."

      Javier reached out, his fingers brushing gently against Elliot's cheek, a tender gesture that spoke volumes. "You don't have to be afraid," he said, his voice a soft promise. "You're not going to lose me."

      For a moment, there was nothing but the sound of their breathing. Elliot felt his walls crumble, piece by piece, under the weight of Javier's presence. Every doubt, every hesitation, swept away in the quiet certainty of Javier's touch.

      "I'm sorry," Elliot whispered, the words coming out more like a prayer than a confession. "I've been holding onto all this baggage from the past, and I've let it poison what we could have. I've been pushing you away because I didn't think I deserved you."

      Javier shook his head, his thumb brushing across Elliot's lip. "Don't do that. Don't apologize for wanting something real. We both deserve that. We just have to decide if we're willing to fight for it."

      Elliot's chest tightened again, but this time it was different—there was no fear. Only clarity. He took Javier's hand, pulling him closer, until there was no space between them.

      "I want to fight," he said, his voice steady now, as his hand cupped the back of Javier's neck, urging him forward. "I want to fight for us. For you. I don't want to let this slip away anymore."

      Javier's lips met his, slow at first, as if both were testing the waters of something new. But soon, that tentative kiss deepened, becoming more urgent, more desperate, as if they both knew they could no longer wait. Their bodies pressed together, the heat of their connection radiating throughout the room.

      Javier's hands roamed to Elliot's back, pulling him even closer, as though he wanted to erase every inch of distance that had kept them apart. Elliot's hands tangled in Javier's hair, deepening the kiss as their hearts beat in time.

      The world around them seemed to disappear, leaving only the electric tension of their bodies and the raw need that had built between them over time. Their lips broke apart for a moment, and Elliot whispered against Javier's ear, his voice a low promise. "No more running."

      Javier's smile was the answer, bright and tender. He pressed his forehead to Elliot's, their breaths mingling. "No more running," he agreed.

      The past—the pain, the fears, the mistakes—faded away, leaving only the promise of something new, something real. They had crossed a line, one they could never uncross, and neither of them wanted to go back.

      They nearly raced to Javier's room backstage. The private space was a privilege he enjoyed, being a highly sought-after performer.

      Javier's hands, still warm from the heat of his performance, slid slowly up Elliot's arms, his touches purposeful, almost reverent. His fingers traced the curve of Elliot's shoulders, the dip of his collarbone, as if memorizing every inch of him.

      Elliot shivered under the attention, his breath hitching as Javier's palms came to rest against his chest, feeling the rapid, unsteady rhythm of his heart.

      "You're trembling," Javier murmured, his voice low and rough, still carrying the faintest edge of exhaustion from the dance.

      But there was no fatigue in his eyes—only hunger, a deep, smoldering intensity that made Elliot's knees weak.

      "It's you," Elliot whispered, his voice barely audible. "You do this to me."

      Javier's lips curved into a slow, knowing smile, and he leaned in, his breath warm against Elliot's neck as he pressed a soft, lingering kiss just below his ear. Elliot's hands found Javier's waist, gripping the fabric of his shirt as if it were the only thing keeping him grounded.

      But Javier wasn't content to let him hold on for long. With a gentle but firm tug, he pulled Elliot closer, their bodies aligning perfectly, chest to chest, hip to hip. The heat between them was undeniable, a fire that had been building for far too long.

      Javier's lips trailed down Elliot's neck, each kiss a spark that ignited something deep within him. Elliot tilted his head back, giving Javier more access, his fingers tangling in the dark, sweat-damp curls at the nape of Javier's neck.

      He could feel the tension in Javier's body, the way his muscles coiled and flexed with every movement, and it only made him want more. More of Javier's touch, more of his warmth, more of the raw, unfiltered passion that had drawn him in from the beginning.

      When Javier's lips finally found Elliot's again, it was like the first drop of rain after a long drought. The kiss started slow, tentative, as if they were both testing the waters, but it quickly deepened, growing more urgent, more desperate. Javier's tongue swept against Elliot's, and Elliot moaned softly, the sound swallowed by Javier's mouth.

      His hands slid beneath Javier's shirt, exploring the hard planes of his back, the ridges of muscle that shifted and tensed under his touch. Javier's skin was warm, almost feverish, and Elliot couldn't get enough of it.

      Javier broke the kiss just long enough to pull his shirt over his head, tossing it aside without a second thought. Elliot's breath caught at the sight of him—his chest rising and falling with each labored breath, his skin glistening with a faint sheen of sweat.

      He was beautiful, every inch of him, and Elliot couldn't resist reaching out, his fingers tracing the lines of Javier's torso, the faint scars and imperfections that only made him more real, more human.

      Javier's hands were busy too, working to undo the buttons of Elliot's shirt with a patience that felt almost maddening. When the fabric finally fell away, Javier's eyes darkened, his gaze sweeping over Elliot's bare chest with a hunger that made Elliot's stomach tighten.

      He leaned in, pressing a kiss to the hollow of Elliot's throat, then lower, to the curve of his shoulder, the dip of his sternum. Each kiss was a brand, a promise, and Elliot felt himself unraveling under the weight of it.

      Their movements became more urgent, more frantic, as if they both knew they couldn't wait any longer. Clothes were shed, discarded in a haphazard pile on the floor, until there was nothing left between them but skin and heat and need.

      Javier's hands roamed over Elliot's body, mapping every curve, every ridge, as if committing him to memory. Elliot arched into the touch, his breath coming in short, ragged gasps as Javier's lips found his again, swallowing his moans, his whimpers, his whispered pleas.

      When Javier finally pressed him down onto the sofa, Elliot went willingly, his body pliant, eager. Javier hovered above him, his eyes locked on Elliot's, and for a moment, they just stared at each other, the weight of everything they had been through, everything they had overcome, hanging in the air between them. Then Javier leaned down, capturing Elliot's lips in a kiss that was equal parts tenderness and desperation, and Elliot felt the last of his resistance crumble.

      Their bodies moved together in a rhythm that was as natural as breathing, each touch, each kiss, each whispered word building on the last until they were both trembling on the edge. Javier's hands were everywhere, his touch firm yet gentle, as if he were afraid Elliot might break.

      But Elliot didn't want gentle—not now. He wanted all of Javier, every raw, unfiltered piece of him, and he told him so, his voice breaking on the words.

      Javier obliged, his movements growing more urgent, more intense. There were only the two of them, their bodies entwined, their hearts beating in sync.

      When their climax finally came, it was like a wave crashing over them, pulling them under, drowning them in a sea of sensation. Elliot cried out, his fingers digging into Javier's back as he held on for dear life, and Javier followed him over the edge, his voice a low, guttural groan against Elliot's skin.

      They collapsed together, their bodies slick with sweat, their breaths coming in ragged gasps. Javier adjusted to his side, pulling Elliot with him, their limbs tangled, their hearts still racing. For a long time, they just lay there, neither speaking, the silence between them filled with the weight of everything they had shared.

      Finally, Javier broke the silence, his voice soft, almost reverent.

      "I've got you," he murmured, his lips brushing against Elliot's forehead. "I'm not going anywhere."

      Elliot closed his eyes, a sense of peace settling over him that he hadn't felt in years. For the first time in a long time, he felt whole. And he drifted off to sleep in Javier's arms.
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        * * *

      

      Before passion consumed them, a single encounter set the stage—and its beginning is just beyond this ending…
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            JAVIER'S STORY - DANCER'S PRICE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        First Position

      

      

      The wooden floor creaked beneath Javier's bare feet as he moved across his bedroom, arms extended, back straight.

      At thirteen, his limbs already showed the first signs of the graceful strength that would define him. Outside, his neighborhood's chaotic symphony—cars honking, people shouting, music blaring—faded into background noise as he focused.

      In the small mirror propped against his wall, Javier watched his reflection. His movements were imprecise, but filled with natural talent. He mimicked what he had seen on a borrowed DVD—a recording of the National Ballet that a kind librarian had slipped him.

      "Javier!" His mother's voice cut through his concentration. “Dinner!”

      At the dinner table, his father's absence was palpable. Another late shift at the factory. His mother set down a plate of rice and beans, her hands rough from years of cleaning other people's homes.

      "Your teacher called today," she said. "She says you have talent. That you should audition for that arts program downtown."

      Javier's head snapped up, hope blooming in his chest. "Really?"

      His mother's smile was tired but genuine. "She says they have scholarships."

      "What about Papá?" Javier asked quietly.

      Her expression tightened. "Let me worry about your father."

      Later that night, the apartment door slammed, waking Javier. His father's voice carried through the thin walls.

      "Dancing? Are you crazy, Maria? That's not for boys like him!"

      "He has talent, Carlos! The teacher says⁠—"

      "I don't care what some teacher says! You think I work these hours so my son can prance around in tights? He needs a real job, not some fantasy!"

      Javier pressed his pillow over his ears, but it couldn't block the truth. His dream was already a battle, and it had barely begun.

      Two days later, Javier stood outside the community center, watching through the windows as a dance class took place inside.

      "You coming in, or are you just gonna stand there all day?"

      He turned to see a girl about his age, hair pulled back in a severe bun, wearing dance clothes that had seen better days.

      "I'm... just watching," he said.

      She rolled her eyes. "That's dumb. Either dance or don't." She held the door open. "Come on."

      Heart pounding, Javier followed her inside. The wooden floor felt different under his feet—smoother, more purposeful. The mirrors reflected a dozen young dancers stretching at a barre.

      Ms. Ferrera, a petite woman with steel in her spine, noticed him immediately. "Ah, Javier Cruz. Finally decided to join us? Find a spot at the barre."

      Javier obeyed, hyperaware of his jeans and sneakers among the leotards and ballet shoes.

      "First position," Ms. Ferrera called.

      Javier hesitated, then mimicked the others—heels together, toes pointed outward.

      As she made corrections, she paused at Javier, gently adjusting his posture.

      "Natural turnout," she murmured. "Good instincts."

      By the end of class, Javier's body ached, but something inside him had awakened. As students filed out, Ms. Ferrera handed him a form.

      "The scholarship audition," she said. "You need this signed by your parents."

      That evening, Javier sat at the kitchen table, the form between him and his mother.

      "Three thousand dollars," his mother said, reading the costs not covered by the scholarship. "For lessons, shoes, uniforms..." She sighed, impossibility settling over her shoulders.

      "I can work," Javier said quickly. "After school. Weekends."

      "And when would you practice?" she asked gently. "When would you study?"

      Javier had no answer. The math was simple and devastating.

      His mother reached across the table and took his hand. "Mijo, dreams are important. But sometimes they have to wait."

      That night, Javier danced in his room until his muscles screamed. When he finally collapsed onto his bed, he made a promise: This dream would not wait.

      The next morning, he arrived at the community center early. Ms. Ferrera was already there.

      "I can't afford the program," he said without preamble. "Even with the scholarship."

      Ms. Ferrera studied him. "Then why are you here?"

      "Because I need to dance," he answered simply. "I'll clean the studio. I'll help with the younger kids. I'll do anything."

      A slow smile spread across her face. "Monday, Wednesday, Friday. 6 AM before school. I'll teach you what I can."

      "Thank you," Javier whispered.

      "Don't thank me yet," she warned. "This will be harder than anything you've done. Most people quit."

      Javier straightened his shoulders. "I won't."

      For the next three years, Javier lived in two worlds. In one, he was a regular teenager. In the other, he was a dancer, rising before dawn to train with Ms. Ferrera, practicing in his bedroom late into the night, his body developing the lean, powerful physique of a natural athlete.

      His father never knew—a carefully maintained secret between Javier and his mother.

      On Javier's sixteenth birthday, Ms. Ferrera presented him with proper dance shoes—gently used but still expensive.

      "These belonged to a former student," she explained. "He's dancing with a company in Chicago now."

      Javier held them reverently.

      "There's a condition," she continued. "The City Ballet has an open audition next month. Professional track, full scholarship."

      Javier's heart stuttered. "That's for professionals."

      "No," she corrected. "It's for dancers with extraordinary potential. Dancers like you."

      The day of the audition, Javier stood in a room filled with dancers who had trained at prestigious schools, wearing dance clothes that cost more than his family's monthly rent. His own attire was modest—black sweatpants cut to proper length, a simple white t-shirt, and the gifted dance shoes.

      When the music began, Javier closed his eyes for just a moment. He thought of early mornings with Ms. Ferrera, of midnight practice sessions, of his mother's quiet support, and even of his father's opposition—fuel for the fire that burned inside him.

      Then he opened his eyes and danced.

      Later, standing before the panel, Javier held his breath. The lead judge, a harsh-looking woman with decades of ballet in her posture, considered him.

      "Your technique is unrefined," she said. "Your training, incomplete."

      Javier's heart sank.

      "But," she continued, "your natural ability is... remarkable. Raw, undisciplined, but undeniable."

      She made a note. "Conditional acceptance. Two years in the foundational program. If you prove yourself, you may advance to the company track."

      That night, he stood in his family's small living room, the acceptance letter clutched in his hand. His mother cried tears of joy. His father sat stone-faced on the couch.

      "This scholarship," his father finally said, "it covers everything?"

      Javier hesitated. "Almost everything."

      His father nodded once. "Then you will need to work for the rest."

      It wasn't approval—not quite—but it was acknowledgment. For now, that would be enough.

      As Javier lay in bed that night, he knew this was just the beginning. The path ahead would be harder than anything he'd faced. But for the first time, his dream had a shape, a form—like the first position in ballet, the foundation upon which everything else is built.

      He would dance, no matter what it took. No matter what he had to sacrifice.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        The Offer

      

      

      Javier's feet ached as he climbed the stairs to his cramped apartment. After a full day of foundation classes at the City Ballet School, followed by a six-hour shift waiting tables, his body screamed desperately for rest.

      The scholarship covered his tuition, but every other expense—proper dance attire, specialized shoes that wore out with alarming frequency, transportation, and supplemental training—required money his family simply didn't have.

      At nineteen, he'd been in the foundation program for nearly three years, a year longer than most students. His technical skills had improved dramatically, but the financial pressure was crushing him, making each day a brutal exercise in endurance.

      Inside his apartment, he dropped his dance bag and collapsed onto the worn sofa. His roommate, Diego, a music student he'd met through a housing board at school, glanced up from his laptop.

      "You look half-dead," Diego observed.

      "Feel it too," Javier mumbled, stretching his legs out. "The restaurant was packed tonight."

      Diego closed his laptop. "There's something I've been meaning to talk to you about. A way for you to make more money than that restaurant gig."

      "I'm listening," Javier said, too exhausted to lift his head.

      "You know I work as a host at that club downtown, right? The high-end one."

      Javier nodded. Diego had mentioned it, though he'd been vague on details.

      "Well, there's this private party next weekend. Very exclusive, very upscale. They're looking for attractive young men to serve drinks, entertain the guests... that kind of thing."

      Javier raised an eyebrow. "What kind of 'entertaining' are we talking about?"

      Diego shrugged. "Nothing you don't want to do. Just be charming, look good, talk to rich people. Three hours, five hundred dollars cash."

      Javier sat up, suddenly alert. "Five hundred? For one night?"

      "Plus tips." Diego smiled. "Some of these people, they drop hundred-dollar bills like it's nothing. My friend Carlos walked away with nearly a thousand last time."

      A thousand dollars. That was two months of restaurant wages, enough for new dance shoes, proper training gear, even the private coaching his instructor had been recommending.

      "It's not... it's just serving drinks, right?"

      Diego's expression shifted slightly. "Look, it can be whatever you want it to be. Some guys just serve drinks. Some flirt a little. Some... offer more personal services. It's up to you."

      The implication hung in the air between them.

      "I don't know," Javier said, unease creeping through him.

      "Just think about it," Diego replied, standing. "The money's good, and frankly, you could use a break from that restaurant. They're working you to death."

      That night, sleep eluded Javier. The next morning, his ballet instructor pulled him aside after class.

      "Your arabesque is still inconsistent," she said, her voice clipped. "And your turns lack precision. You're not progressing as quickly as you should be."

      Javier nodded, fighting back exhaustion. "I'll work harder."

      "It's not about working harder," she replied, softening slightly. "It's about focused training. Have you considered the private coaching we discussed?"

      "I'm... saving up for it," he admitted.

      Her lips pressed into a thin line. "Javier, your scholarship review is in three months. They'll be looking for significant improvement if you want to advance to the company track."

      The subway ride home felt longer than usual, his instructor's words echoing in his head. Without advancement to the company track, his dance career would stall. All those predawn practices, all his mother's silent sacrifices, all for nothing.

      That evening, he called Diego.

      "Tell me more about that party."

      The venue was a penthouse apartment with floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the city. Javier, dressed in the tight black pants and fitted shirt provided by the organizer, carried a tray of champagne flutes through the crowd.

      The guests—mostly older men with a few women—wore expensive clothes and an air of entitlement that made the back of Javier's neck prickle.

      "First time?" asked a voice behind him.

      Javier turned to see an immaculately dressed man in his fifties, his silver hair perfectly styled, his eyes assessing.

      "Is it that obvious?" Javier replied, trying to keep his voice light.

      The man smiled. "You have a certain... freshness about you. It's quite appealing." He took a champagne flute from Javier's tray. "I'm Richard."

      "Javier."

      "Javier," Richard repeated, as if tasting the name. "Tell me, what do you do when you're not serving drinks to the bored and wealthy?"

      "I'm a dancer," Javier said before he could think better of it.

      Richard's eyebrows rose with genuine interest. "Ballet?"

      Javier nodded, surprised by the man's perception.

      "I thought so. It's in your posture, your movement." Richard's eyes traveled down Javier's body. "A struggling dancer, I presume? The arts are so criminally underfunded."

      Javier shifted uncomfortably. "I'm in the foundation program at City Ballet."

      "Impressive," Richard murmured. "You must be very talented."

      As the night progressed, Richard stayed close, asking questions about Javier's training, his ambitions. His interest seemed sincere, his knowledge of ballet substantial. When Javier mentioned his upcoming review and the need for additional coaching, Richard nodded thoughtfully.

      "I'd like to help," he said, his voice lowered to avoid being overheard. "I'm something of a patron of the arts."

      "That's very kind," Javier replied cautiously, "but⁠—"

      "Five thousand dollars," Richard said simply. "For your coaching, new equipment, whatever you need."

      Javier nearly dropped his tray. "What?"

      "In exchange for your company." Richard's smile was calm, confident. "Dinner, conversation, perhaps more if we both desire it. No pressure, no expectations. Just... getting to know each other."

      The offer hung between them like a glass bubble—beautiful, transparent, and perilously fragile.

      "I'm not..." Javier began, then stopped, unsure how to continue.

      "Not what?" Richard asked gently. "Not interested in men? Not for sale? Everyone has a price, Javier. It's just a matter of finding it."

      Javier stared at the city lights beyond the window, thoughts racing. Five thousand dollars would change everything—proper coaching, equipment, even some money sent home to his mother.

      "You don't have to decide now," Richard added, placing his empty glass on Javier's tray. "Think about it." He slipped a business card next to the glass. "Call me when you've made up your mind."

      Later that night, after counting out five hundred dollars in cash plus another two hundred in tips, Javier sat on the edge of his bed, Richard's card between his fingers.

      In his mind, he saw two paths stretching before him. One led to the stage, to spotlight and applause, to the dream he'd sacrificed so much to pursue. The other led somewhere darker, a place where his body became currency, where his worth was measured in dollars rather than artistic merit.

      But as he looked around his shabby apartment, at his worn dance shoes and the past-due notices on his desk, the paths seemed to blur together. Perhaps they weren't separate roads at all, but a single path with shadows and light intermingled.

      His phone buzzed with a text from his mother: "How are you, mijo? Do you need anything?" He knew she would send money if he asked, though she could barely afford her own expenses.

      Javier took a deep breath and reached for his phone.

      "I'm fine, Mamá. Everything is fine."

      Then he carefully entered Richard's number, saving it in his contacts. Not calling—at least not yet—but keeping the option open. The possibility of it all.

      Sometimes survival meant compromise. Sometimes dreams demanded sacrifice.

      The question was: how much of himself was he willing to give away?
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Double Life

      

      

      The hotel suite was immaculate—tasteful art, fresh flowers, sheets with a thread count higher than Javier cared to contemplate. He stood by the window, watching city lights below, a glass of expensive scotch warming in his hand. Richard had specific tastes: fine liquor, classical music, sophisticated conversation.

      And Javier. Richard had developed quite a taste for Javier.

      Six months into their arrangement, Javier had learned the rhythm of these evenings. Dinner at an upscale restaurant, then conversation at the hotel, a carefully choreographed dance of words that inevitably led to the bedroom.

      Now, as Richard slept, Javier silently gathered his things. He'd mastered the art of dressing without waking his client—a skill he never imagined would be part of his repertoire as a dancer.

      His phone showed 2:37 AM. Five hours until morning rehearsal.

      The envelope on the dresser contained two thousand dollars—his "allowance" for the month. Javier slipped it into his bag without counting.

      "Leaving so soon?" Richard's voice was thick with sleep.

      Javier turned, arranging his features into an apologetic smile. "Early rehearsal tomorrow. The winter showcase is coming up."

      Richard nodded. "You've been practicing nonstop. I hope they appreciate your dedication."

      "They're starting to," Javier replied, and it wasn't a lie. His advancement to the company's corps de ballet last month had been a significant achievement, one that his private coaching—funded by Richard—had helped secure.

      "Will I see you Friday?" Richard asked.

      "I can't. We have dress rehearsals all weekend."

      "Next week then." Richard's tone made it clear this wasn't a question.

      Outside, the cold night air hit Javier like a slap, clearing away the scent of expensive cologne and hotel sheets. He took a deep breath, feeling the familiar transformation begin—shedding the polished persona he wore for Richard, reclaiming himself with each step toward the subway.

      The dance studio was alive with movement when Javier arrived the next morning, dancers stretching at the barre, discussing the upcoming showcase in hushed tones.

      "Cruz! You're late," barked Jerome, the ballet master, as Javier hurried to the barre.

      "Sorry," Javier mumbled, though he was actually two minutes early.

      Next to him, Sofia smirked. "Someone had a late night," she whispered as they moved into plié.

      If only she knew. The thought made Javier's stomach tighten.

      "Focus!" Jerome snapped. "The winter showcase is our opportunity to impress the artistic director. Some of you"—his gaze lingered on Javier—"are being considered for featured roles in the spring."

      For the next three hours, Javier existed solely in his body—the stretch of muscle, the precision of movement, the satisfaction of a perfectly executed turn. Dancing was the only time he felt wholly himself, unfragmented by the contradictions of his life.

      During break, his phone buzzed with a message from Marcos, the "event coordinator" who had taken over organizing Javier's meetings:

      "New client interested. Very generous. Tomorrow night?"

      Javier stared at the message. Tomorrow was his only free night this week, the only time he'd have to rest before the grueling weekend rehearsals.

      "Not this time," he typed back, then pocketed his phone before he could reconsider.

      Sofia appeared beside him. "A few of us are going out Saturday after rehearsal. You should come."

      "I might be too tired," Javier replied automatically.

      She rolled her eyes. "You're always too tired. All you do is dance and disappear."

      "I have a lot going on," he said, the understatement almost making him laugh.

      "Yeah? Like what?" Sofia challenged. "Hot date? Secret lover? Double life as a spy?"

      Javier's smile felt brittle. "Something like that."

      As they took their positions for the corps' featured number, he caught his reflection—strong posture, precise alignment, the result of hours of additional coaching that his peers couldn't afford.

      His double life had provided advantages he couldn't deny. The private lessons, the better apartment, the ability to focus entirely on dance without exhausting himself at a restaurant job. Even his family benefited—his mother no longer cleaned houses, thanks to the "scholarship stipend" Javier sent home monthly.

      But there were costs beyond the physical. The secrets. The lies. The compartmentalization of his life into rigidly separate spheres.

      And something that went deeper, beyond the façade he was keeping up—a growing distance from himself, a blurring of boundaries between what he wanted and what he did to get what he wanted.

      After rehearsal, Javier lingered, practicing turns that had troubled him. The empty studio felt sacred, a sanctuary where only his relationship with dance mattered.

      His phone buzzed again. Marcos: "Client willing to double usual rate. Reconsider?"

      Javier stared at the screen. Double rate. Enough to cover next month's rent in a single night. Enough to send extra money home.

      "I need tomorrow night for myself," he typed finally. "Next week is better."

      He hit send, then turned his phone off completely. Setting it aside felt like removing a weight.

      Alone in the studio, he moved to the center of the floor. No music, no audience, no expectations except his own. He closed his eyes, finding his center, then began to dance—not the regimented choreography of the corps, but something personal, something that belonged only to him.

      His body moved with a freedom he rarely permitted himself anymore, expressing things he couldn't put into words. The conflict. The compromise. The cost.

      In the polished floor, his reflection danced back—not the poised escort who charmed wealthy patrons, not the disciplined corps member who executed every movement with technical precision, but something more authentic.

      Just Javier. Dancing not for money or advancement or approval, but for the pure necessity of it.

      For these few moments, the fragments of his life cohered into something whole. Tomorrow would bring its complications, its compartments, its contradictions. But tonight, in the empty studio, he reclaimed himself through movement, remembering why he had chosen this path, with all its shadows and sacrifices.

      Why, despite everything, he would choose it again.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        The Performance

      

      

      The charity gala was the kind of event Javier had come to know well—opulent venue, wealthy patrons in designer formalwear, champagne flowing freely. But tonight was different. Tonight, he wasn't here as an escort. He was here as a performer.

      Backstage, Javier stretched methodically, each movement precise. His crimson silk shirt lay carefully draped over a chair—a deliberate choice to make him stand out among the sea of black tuxedos and evening gowns.

      "Five minutes," called the event coordinator, a harried woman with a clipboard.

      Javier nodded, continuing his preparation. He'd been hired to perform a solo piece—a contemporary fusion that showcased his classical training while incorporating more sensual elements. The company's artistic director had recommended him specifically when the gala organizers requested a performance that would "captivate the audience."

      His phone vibrated. A text from Richard: "Looking forward to seeing you perform. I'll be at table 7."

      Javier's stomach tightened. He hadn't known Richard would be here. Their arrangement had ended six months ago when Richard's job relocated him overseas. Since then, Javier had gradually shifted his client base, becoming more selective, seeing fewer patrons but charging more. His rising status in the dance company made this possible—he was no longer just a corps dancer, but had also been featured in several productions.

      What Richard didn't know was that Javier had been systematically extracting himself from escort work entirely. This performance, at a prestigious charity event with influential arts patrons, was part of that transition.

      "You're on," the coordinator said, gesturing toward the stage.

      Javier took a deep breath and stepped through the curtain. The lights were dimmer than expected, casting the audience in shadow while illuminating the small raised stage. As he took his position, he caught glimpses of faces—some vaguely familiar, most unknown.

      The music began, a rhythmic piece with Spanish influences. Javier let the first notes wash over him, clearing his mind of everything but the movement.

      His body responded instinctively, years of rigorous training translating into fluid motion. He could feel the audience's energy shift as they realized this wasn't just entertainment but artistry.

      Midway through the piece, during a series of turns, he spotted Richard—immaculate as always in his tailored tuxedo, watching intently from where he said he would be. Their eyes met briefly, and Javier channeled the complex emotions of that connection into his performance. The gratitude and resentment, the intimacy and distance.

      As the music built toward its climax, Javier felt something shift inside him. A recognition that this moment represented more than just a performance. It was a declaration of intent. A reclaiming of his art.

      His final movements were his most powerful—a controlled fall that transitioned into a rise. As the last note hung in the air, he held his pose, chest heaving, sweat glistening on his skin.

      For a heartbeat, silence. Then, applause erupted, spreading through the ballroom like wildfire. Javier straightened, acknowledging the audience with a measured bow. They weren't looking at him as an object of desire, but as an artist deserving recognition.

      Backstage, he quickly changed into formal attire—black slacks and a fitted dress shirt that would allow him to blend with the crowd. He had been invited to join the gala after his performance, another sign of his changing status.

      When he reentered the ballroom, several patrons approached to compliment his performance. Each conversation felt like a step toward a different future.

      "That was extraordinary," came a familiar voice behind him.

      Javier turned to find Richard, champagne flute in hand, studying him with an expression that mixed pride and something more possessive.

      "Thank you," Javier replied, keeping his tone professional. "I didn't know you'd be back in the city."

      "Just for the weekend," Richard said, stepping closer. "Business, primarily, but when I saw your name on the program..." He smiled. "I wouldn't have missed it."

      Javier felt the old familiar tension—the unspoken power dynamic that had defined their relationship. But something was different now. He stood taller, met Richard's gaze more directly.

      "Your technique has improved," Richard continued. "The private coaching was evidently worth the investment."

      The word 'investment' hung between them, layered with meaning.

      "It was," Javier agreed simply.

      "I've missed our conversations," Richard said, lowering his voice. "Perhaps we could have dinner while I'm in town? For old times' sake."

      The invitation was clear in its implications. Six months ago, Javier might have accepted, calculating the financial benefit against the emotional cost.

      But tonight, with the applause still echoing in his ears and new possibilities unfolding before him, the equation had changed.

      "I'm afraid my schedule is quite full," Javier said, offering a smile that was genuine in its finality. "The company has me performing almost every night."

      Disappointment flickered across Richard's face, quickly masked. "Of course. Your career is taking off. As it should."

      A woman in a midnight-blue gown approached. "Mr. Cruz? Lisa Bennett. I'm a friend of the artistic director." She extended her hand. "I wonder if I might introduce you to someone, a gallery owner who may have the same passion for artistic endeavors as you do."

      "Of course," he replied.

      "If you'll excuse us," Lisa said to Richard with a polite nod.

      Richard raised his glass. "By all means. Javier, it was good to see you again. You were always destined for the spotlight."

      As Lisa led him away, Javier felt a weight lifting from his shoulders—gradual, but unmistakable. The conversation she promised turned out to be with a gallery owner, a man with piercing blue eyes who watched the room with detached interest.

      "Elliot, meet Javier," Lisa said. " Javier, this is Elliot Shaw. He's the gallery owner I was telling you about."

      The man—Elliot—turned his attention to Javier, his gaze assessing but not in the way Javier had grown accustomed to. There was something different in this man's eyes. Something that saw him not as a body to be purchased or even just as a performer to be admired, but as something he hadn't been seen as in a very long time.

      A person.

      Javier couldn’t help the genuine smile creeping onto his face. “Elliot, it’s a pleasure.”

      "Likewise," Elliot said, extending his hand. "You were... mesmerizing."

      Their hands met, and Javier felt an unexpected spark—not just of attraction, but of possibility. A new path opening before him.

      "Thank you," he replied, his voice steady and sure. "I try to make an impression."

      Javier's expression turned teasing. "Thank you. I try to make an impression."

      "You succeeded."
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      Jace Prescott has always known his place—an escort paid to fulfill fantasies, nothing more. His life is structured, his boundaries clear. That is, until Ronan Calloway, a powerful businessman with an unreadable gaze and a dangerous amount of patience, books him for an exclusive long-term arrangement.

      Ronan doesn't want just a night. He wants Jace to be his. No other clients, no distractions—just them. The contract is simple: money, luxury, and Ronan's complete attention. But as Jace slips deeper into Ronan's world, the lines begin to blur.

      Because Ronan doesn't just want to own Jace's time—he wants his submission. His trust. His heart. And the most terrifying part?

      Jace wants to give it.
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      Jace ran a hand through his golden-blond hair as he eyed himself in the mirror, his reflection cold and impassive. The dim light of the room softened the sharp angles of his face, but not enough to hide the cool, controlled expression that had become his signature look.

      He liked it that way—everything in place, nothing out of line.

      Tonight would be no different. A lavish dinner, a few glassy-eyed compliments about his suit, maybe a laugh at the right moment, and then the familiar exchange. It was a routine he'd mastered over the years. Clients came and went, but Jace remained a constant, always following the same script.

      He straightened his cuffs, adjusted his tie with the precision of someone who had done it a thousand times, and stepped back to admire his reflection. His suit, a sharp charcoal number, fit like it was made for him—because it had been. Every detail, from the polished shoes to the faint hint of perfume, was fastidiously planned. His boundaries—well, those were even more carefully mapped out.

      No emotions. No attachments. No crossing the line.

      He could already hear the clinking of fine China in the back of his head—the client would be here soon, ready to play their part in the evening's performance. Jace didn't mind it. He'd perfected the art of detachment. He had rules, and they worked. They kept him safe.

      "Keep it business, keep it smooth," he muttered to himself, his own personal mantra. His gaze flicked to the door as though expecting someone to walk in at any moment. It wasn't a nervous habit—more like a form of preparation, just like everything else in his life.

      A knock came at the hotel room door, sharp and quick. Without hesitation, Jace reached for the door handle. No need to check who it was; he knew exactly who it would be. A middle-aged woman, well-dressed, with enough money to throw at him to make his evening worthwhile.

      They all had their reasons for being here, and he wasn't about to judge.

      "Ready?" Jace asked, his voice smooth, polished, rehearsed. He was used to being the one in control, the one who set the tone.

      The woman, a little older than the others he entertained, smiled in return, a bit too sweetly. She had the look of someone who'd paid for this before—someone who knew the game. She stepped inside with a practiced smile, her perfume wafting through the room like a promise.

      "Of course. You look—" She paused, her gaze running down his figure with something like admiration, and maybe a little hunger. "Immaculate."

      "Thank you," Jace replied, offering a polite nod. He was used to the compliments, though they never felt personal. They never crossed the line.

      He gestured toward the small table set up near the window, overlooking the city lights. "Dinner will be served shortly. But first, I thought we could get comfortable."

      It was all part of the game, and Jace was a pro. No personal details, no unnecessary distractions. The evening would go as planned—polite conversation, carefully crafted tension, and the inevitable departure. By midnight, she'd be gone, and he'd be left with nothing but the cold emptiness of a hotel room he didn’t pay for and the reminder that he was exactly who he'd always promised to be: untouchable, uninvested.

      "Comfortable?" she asked, her voice lower now, knowing exactly where this was headed.

      Jace smiled, but there was no warmth in it. "Just a little warm-up before the main course."

      His eyes locked on hers, steady and unwavering. She couldn't break his focus, not tonight.

      As she walked past him to the chair he'd motioned to, Jace couldn't help but feel the faintest flicker of something—a tiny pang of discomfort, though it was so small, it could have been nothing. He'd done this a thousand times before, but tonight felt different, like a thread pulling at the fabric of his carefully constructed life.

      But he pushed the thought aside. It was probably nothing. He had rules, after all. Boundaries were meant to keep him safe, keep him in control.

      "Let's start with wine," he said, his tone warm yet detached as he poured a glass. But inside, there was an itch that refused to fade.

      The woman took the glass, her fingers brushing his for a second longer than necessary. He didn't pull away. Not tonight.

      He hadn't pulled away in a long time.
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        * * *

      

      Jace dropped his keys onto the side table with a soft clink and kicked off his shoes, the familiar ache of his day's routine already seeping into his muscles.

      It had been a predictable evening. Another rich woman with an empty night to fill, another dinner where Jace played the part of the perfect companion: attentive, charming, and just a little too good in bed. He did need the referrals.

      Besides, he liked it that way. Clean. Simple. Nothing complicated.

      But as he moved to grab a drink, the phone on his counter lit up, ringing with an unfamiliar number. He considered ignoring it—had to be someone from the agency, another potential client, but something urged him to pick up. Maybe it was the quiet buzz in his chest, the anticipation of something different for once.

      He reached for the phone, swiping the screen, and held it to his ear.

      "Jace Prescott." The voice on the other end was smooth, measured. Deep, with a faint edge of authority.

      "I'm listening," Jace said, his voice steady, giving nothing away. He'd dealt with powerful men before. Most of them were the same—pompous, self-absorbed, thinking their money could buy everything. He had the perfect mask to handle them all.

      "My name's Ronan Calloway," the man continued. "I'd like to meet with you."

      Jace's pulse quickened, not from excitement but something sharper—suspicion. Ronan Calloway.

      The name was well known, whispered in circles Jace wasn't truly part of but could still hear echoes from. Calloway was a force of nature, one of his other clients had said years ago. The kind of man who didn't just play the game, but bent the rules to suit his needs, then crushed anyone in his way. The type of power Jace had always kept his distance from.

      "Why me?" Jace asked, his voice cautious, but not unwelcoming. Curiosity always got the best of him, even when it was dangerous. "I don't think we run in the same circles."

      There was a pause on the other end, a soft shift in the air, before Ronan's voice returned, calm and confident, as if everything was already decided.

      "I'm offering you something no one else can," Ronan said. "I want exclusivity. No other clients, just me. For as long as you're willing to agree to the terms. No more distractions, no more faceless people. A long-term arrangement. I’m offering you stability, Jace."

      The word hit Jace like a punch to the gut. Stability. He hadn't heard that word in a long time. Not in his life, anyway.

      It wasn't that he didn't crave it—it was that he'd learned early on that ‘stability’ was an illusion. The kind of thing you thought you could hold on to, but slipped away the second you trusted it too much. The second you became too involved for it not to hurt.

      He leaned against the counter, his gaze unfocused, drifting over the apartment. The walls, the ceiling, the floor—all of it stood as a reminder that he didn't need anyone. He wasn't built for dependence. He didn't rely on people. Not for anything. Not anymore.

      "You're asking for a lot," Jace said, breaking the silence that hung in the air. His voice was flat, but there was an edge of something underneath it. Maybe fear, maybe resentment. Maybe both. "I don't do exclusivity."

      Ronan's laugh on the other end was low and almost knowing. "I'm not asking you to change who you are, Jace. I'm just offering you a better option. Everything you need. Luxury. Financial security. No more chasing people who don't know what they want. No more playing games with clients who never see you for anything but what you can offer them in the moment."

      The words settled in the space between them, pulling at something deep inside Jace.

      The temptation was gnawing at him. A promise of something different. No more pretending, no more detachment. Just a life where everything was settled, predictable even. It wasn't the first time someone had dangled stability in front of him, but something in the way Ronan spoke about it made it feel... more real. Like it could actually mean something.

      "Sounds too good to be true," Jace muttered almost to himself, fighting the impulse to give in. "Why would you want someone like me, anyway? You’re a little... out of my league, don't you think?"

      Ronan didn't answer immediately, letting a few seconds of quiet fill the air. Jace's skepticism was justified; Calloway's world wasn't one where a man like Jace belonged. Not unless it was part of some larger, more complicated game.

      Finally, Ronan spoke, voice still calm, but with a quiet certainty. "You're exactly what I need. You're not like the others. You don't come with baggage. You don't cling. You know what you want and won't let anyone push you around. That's rare. And I respect it."

      Jace's chest tightened. He wasn’t sure if he’d ever had a client that actually respected any part of him beyond the scope of their agreements. He didn't like the idea of being seen so clearly—too clearly. He didn't want to admit how much of it felt... true. He didn't want to let this man into his carefully guarded world.

      "You think you can control me?" Jace's voice was sharper now, something defensive creeping in. "That's a dangerous assumption."

      There was no change in Ronan's tone, not even a hint of challenge. "I don't need to control you. I just need you to trust that I can offer you something you can't get anywhere else. Not now. Not ever."

      Jace's hand trembled slightly around his phone. He hated that within the five minutes they’d known each other, Ronan could make him feel this way—like his entire life had been a series of little walls he'd built, and now someone was casually tearing them down.

      "I don't trust people," Jace said finally, his words heavy with truth. "Or stability. I've learned the hard way."

      There was a brief pause on the other end, as though Ronan was considering his words carefully.

      "Then let me make you a new offer," Ronan said. "No games. No lies. Just this. Trust me enough to meet, and I'll lay everything out. The contract. The terms. What I'm offering. Take it or leave it. But at least you'll have all the facts."

      The silence that followed stretched between them, thick with the decision. Jace's mind raced. He didn't do exclusivity. He didn't need anyone else.

      But the offer was tempting. Hell, it was damn near perfect. The only thing that he didn’t understand was why.

      Why him, why Ronan, why now?

      He closed his eyes, feeling the familiar tug of temptation—the call of something he could never fully have, but maybe, just maybe, it wouldn't hurt to take a small step toward it.

      Finally, Jace exhaled, rubbing a hand across his face.

      "Fine," he said, the word leaving his lips more out of curiosity than anything else. "We'll meet."

      “Good. I’ll send you the details. Don’t be late.”

      Ronan ended the call then, and Jace set the phone down with more force than he meant to. The silence in his apartment felt heavier now, pressing in from all sides. He ventured further into the kitchen, pouring himself a drink, needing the burn of it to ground him.

      But the whiskey didn’t help. If anything, it loosened something—memories he’d buried deep, ones that still had sharp edges. He stared into the glass, watching the swirl of amber liquid catch the dim light. And just like that, his mind pulled him backward, to a time he’d let himself believe in something dangerously close to hope.

      It had been years ago, but the memory still burned like it was yesterday. It burned like the alcohol swirling like a tiny storm in the glass he held.

      Jace was younger then, still a little naïve, his ambitions bigger than his understanding of how people operated. He'd been working at a high-end agency—nothing glamorous yet, but enough to get his foot in the door. That was when he met Amelia.

      She was everything he wasn't: polished, confident, rich in ways that made people sit up straight when she entered a room. She'd been a client at first, but there was something magnetic about her, and Jace couldn’t pull away. He believed she wasn't like the others, the ones who saw him as nothing more than a service, a way to fill an empty night. Amelia treated him like he was worth more than just his looks and charm.

      They'd spent more nights than he cared to admit wrapped up in each other, their connection undeniable. The first time they kissed, it wasn't like the others. There was something deeper there, an understanding that transcended the casual nature of his usual relationships. He let himself believe it could be real, and for a moment, it felt like it actually could be.

      But people like Amelia—people with everything to lose—played a different game.

      The first time he suspected something wasn't right, he'd been leaving her apartment after a late-night dinner. Her ex—someone with power, a politician with ties to the city's elite—had stood there, grinning like he knew something Jace didn't. Amelia had been too quick to reassure him, too smooth.

      A few days later, Jace had found a letter. It had been in the pocket of her jacket, a jacket he hadn't seen in weeks. He'd opened it, and his stomach had dropped. A contract, one that promised she would back out—abandon their relationship for the sake of her career—was there, signed, sealed, dated and addressed to her father.

      Apparently, she had been engaged to the 'ex' for over a year. He'd just been overseas.

      Everything he had believed about their time together, the promises they made, the intimacy they shared, had been hollow. He wasn't special. He was just a bought and paid-for sex toy.

      He'd confronted her. She'd tried to deny it, but the look in her eyes was enough. She didn't care. Not in the way he had hoped. She was using him to get laid, and once she had what she wanted, he was disposable.

      The words had stung, but what hurt more was the silence afterward—the emptiness in her voice when she said, "I never asked you to stay. You should've known what this was."

      Jace had walked away, the betrayal settling over him like a dark cloud. He hadn't let anyone get close since. Not like that.

      His hand clenched around the glass, and for a moment, he wondered if he could ever trust someone again.

      The sting of betrayal was a wound that never quite healed.
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      "I think you understand what this means," Ronan said, his voice smooth but unwavering. There was no need for him to explain it further. The terms were clear, and yet, Jace could feel the pull of uncertainty tightening around him.

      They were in a café, a quaint little establishment on a quiet street away from downtown. The afternoon sun shone brightly through the glass windows, illuminating the already-bright walls decorated with prints from local artists in the area. A pastry display stood below the counter, fragrant with freshly baked goods.

      When Jace first saw the location, he was puzzled. He never would’ve taken Ronan to be the type of person who would enjoy this kind of place. But he was sure this was the address Ronan texted him last night after their call, a place he offered where they could discuss the contract.

      The contract.

      Jace had heard the words before, but now they felt like a chain, heavy and unyielding. Ronan wasn't asking for a fleeting connection, a short-term fling or some casual arrangement. No, this was different. The exclusivity he wanted was more than just a promise—it was a demand. No other clients, no distractions. Just him, just the two of them. For as long as Ronan wanted.

      And something in Ronan's steady gaze told Jace that walking away was never an option.

      "It's not some one-time experience," Ronan continued, his voice taking on a firmer edge. "This is long-term. I don't do temporary, and neither will you."

      Jace wasn't sure if that was a compliment or a subtle warning.

      "You'll have everything you need. The luxury, the stability. No more moving from one nameless client to the next," Ronan added, leaning forward slightly. The gleam in his eyes was sharp, calculating. "And no more pretending that you're content with this half-life you've been living."

      Jace swallowed. The words hit harder than he'd expected, slicing through his defenses. He was content with the work. Or at least, he'd told himself he was.

      But Ronan wasn't wrong. There was a hollowness to it all—those nights spent in strangers' beds, impersonal hotel rooms, smiles that never reached beyond the surface, conversations that only scratched the surface of anything meaningful. Maybe he had been seeking something more, something genuine, but he'd buried it deep within himself.

      And Ronan looked like he knew how to dig.

      "Don't look so skeptical," Ronan said, catching Jace's expression. "You're smart enough to know that this offer comes with a price. You'll give me your loyalty. No distractions. I expect your undivided attention when we're together, no matter the circumstances."

      Ronan said it so simply, like the words meant nothing. Money, luxury, a new penthouse, safety—everything Jace could ever need or want, Ronan would provide. All for the price of his loyalty.

      The room felt smaller now, the air between them thicker. Jace could feel Ronan's gaze, the power radiating from him in waves. The man was used to being in control. And there was no mistaking that Jace, for all his reservations, was being slowly pulled into that orbit.

      A flicker of doubt crossed Jace's mind. He had been in control of his life for so long, keeping his distance, keeping his emotions carefully tucked away. This was different, though. He'd never been a part of something like this. The idea of belonging to one person in this way felt suffocating and exhilarating all at once.

      "I don't give up my autonomy easily," Jace said, his voice quieter than he intended. "You're asking for a lot."

      Ronan's lips curled into a small smile, almost imperceptible. "I'm not asking for your autonomy, Jace. I'm giving you something that guarantees you everything you've ever wanted and more. All you have to do is say yes."

      The words hung in the air like a challenge. Ronan's power wasn't just in his wealth, or his success—his power lay in his ability to make you believe that the choice he gave you, no matter how difficult, was the only choice that made sense.

      Jace's fingers traced the edge of his mug, the cool surface grounding him, but the internal tug-of-war continued. The promises Ronan made were tempting—luxury, stability, control over his own life in ways that seemed too good to pass up. Yet the idea of being tied to this man, of handing over his freedom in exchange for it, made his stomach twist with a kind of trepidation he couldn't shake.

      "I'll need some time to think about it," Jace said finally, his voice low but firm.

      Ronan's eyes narrowed, but the smile never faltered. "You have twenty-four hours. Think quickly. I don't like to wait."

      With that, Ronan stood, the finality in his movements signaling the end of their conversation. He turned towards the door, but not before casting one last glance over his shoulder.

      "I'll have the contract ready for you. Don't keep me waiting too long, Jace."

      Watching Ronan walk away brought a sinking feeling to the pit of Jace’s stomach. Even before he finished the rest of his drink, he already knew what his answer would be.

      Later that night, he sent Ronan a brief text. Yes.
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        * * *

      

      Their first dinner following the contract was pristine—five-star restaurant, a table tucked away in a quiet corner, thick velvet curtains sealing them away from the rest of the world.

      Jace had thought it would be easy to maintain his distance. The rules were clear: no emotional attachment. Keep it professional.

      And yet, even as he'd nodded along to Ronan's carefully constructed stories about his business ventures, Jace couldn't shake the feeling that something was off. It wasn't the steak, cooked to perfection, or the wine, rich and decadent. It was simply Ronan, seated across from him, eyes steady, gaze never straying far from Jace's face.

      Ronan's touch always lingered just a second too long when he passed the breadbasket, his fingers brushing Jace's with a softness that felt intentional. A quiet invitation.

      By the time dessert had arrived—something chocolate-heavy that Jace had no interest in, but indulged in anyway—Ronan leaned in. His voice was low, like he was letting Jace in on a secret. "You're a hard man to read, Jace Prescott."

      Jace's hand tightened around his spoon, a chill running down his spine.

      "I'm not here for you to read," he replied, trying to keep his tone neutral, but it came out sharper than he'd intended. He cleared his throat. "I'm here for the deal."

      “Of course. The deal.” Ronan smirked, as if he knew exactly how that sounded. As if he enjoyed it. "But I can't help but notice the way you pull away every time I get close. You don't trust me."

      "I don’t believe trust was in the contract."

      Ronan chuckled, his gaze never wavering. It was a soft laugh, but there was an edge to it—like he was playing a game, and Jace had no idea what the rules were. He didn’t know whether he was terrified or excited to play.

      As the weeks passed, their meetings became a routine. Dinners, private galas, charity events. Ronan's world was one of opulence and control, and Jace was merely a guest at the table, a piece of the puzzle. Ronan was always polite, always charming, but his presence was suffocating in its own way. He didn't need to demand attention; he commanded it without even trying.

      At one of the galas, Jace had been standing off to the side. He was pretending to enjoy the live orchestra when Ronan appeared by his side, a drink in hand. His fingers grazed Jace's arm as he handed it over.

      Jace stiffened, but Ronan didn't move away. Instead, he leaned closer, his breath warm against Jace's ear.

      "You should mingle," Ronan murmured. "It's expected. But don't get too friendly with anyone. I want you for myself tonight."

      Jace blinked, taken aback. "I'm not your property."

      Ronan's gaze flicked to the crowd, then back to Jace, his smile small but predatory. "Aren’t you?"

      It was a question, but he’d said it like a statement. A fact. It made Jace's stomach churn with something he couldn't quite place. Was it anger? Or was it something else?

      Later that night, Jace found himself standing on the balcony, the cool night air biting at his skin. He should've felt liberated, but instead, he felt trapped, hemmed in by Ronan's words and presence. By this point, he’d expected the man to have given him some sort of explanation already, some sort of answer to the question lingering in his mind. Why me?

      But Jace was still in the dark, and he had a feeling it would be like that for a while.

      The next time they met, Ronan was even more protective. He'd taken Jace to a high-profile dinner, a gathering of powerful executives and celebrities. The moment they arrived, Ronan's arm slid around Jace's waist, not quite tight enough to be possessive but close enough to send a warning.

      For Jace or for everyone else, he wasn’t sure.

      "Do me a favor," Ronan whispered, close enough that only Jace could hear. "Keep your distance from the others tonight. I don't like to share."

      Jace's jaw clenched, but he didn't argue. He was here to fulfill the arrangement. No emotions. No attachments. Yet the way Ronan said it, the way possessiveness dripped from his every word, unsettled something deep within Jace.

      By the time they left the event, Jace was sure of one thing: Ronan wasn't just testing the boundaries anymore. He was pushing them, bending them until they were barely recognizable.

      "You're different with me," Ronan said, as they stepped into the backseat of the town car. He didn't ask if Jace had enjoyed the night. He didn't need to. "The others never got this side of you, did they?"

      Jace remained silent, eyes fixed on the city lights passing by outside the window. The pressure was mounting. He wasn't supposed to be getting this close. He wasn't supposed to want Ronan to see him—really see him.

      But Ronan, damn him, had this uncanny ability to make Jace feel like he was the only one in the room.

      "I don't like being told what to do," Jace muttered, his voice hoarse. "I didn't sign up for this."

      “But you did.” Ronan's eyes gleamed in the dim light. "You signed the contract. I get your loyalty, you get everything you want. Although by now, I think we both know you're not here just for the money."

      Jace's pulse quickened, his stomach twisting. Ronan knew too much. Always knew just how to find the cracks in Jace's armor.

      The ride was long, too long for comfort, but it ended with Jace stepping out of the car and standing before the building of his penthouse—one of Ronan’s properties that he’d turned over to Jace at the beginning of their arrangement. The man didn't say a word as he led Jace inside. It was like Ronan didn't need to. He simply knew that Jace would follow. It was becoming too much for Jace to ignore.

      He couldn't even decide if he hated it or if he craved it.
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      The evening had begun like the others—a quiet dinner at one of the city's upscale restaurants, the kind where the walls were lined with art that only the very wealthy would appreciate and the air was thick with whispered conversations of power and influence.

      Ronan had been charming as always, but tonight, there was something different in the air. It wasn't just the meal, exquisite as it was. It wasn't even the way Ronan made sure Jace had the best seat, always aware of his surroundings. No; tonight, it was the intensity in Ronan's eyes.

      After the final course had been cleared and the wine glasses were empty, the night should've ended as it always did. Ronan would take him back home, bid him goodnight, maybe inform him of their next event together. But tonight, Ronan had other plans.

      "Stay with me tonight," Ronan's voice was low, controlled, but undeniably firm. He hadn't asked. It wasn't a request. It was a demand.

      Jace froze. He looked at Ronan across the table, at the smooth, calculated lines of his face. Ronan hadn't moved, hadn't shown the slightest sign of hesitation. His gaze was steady, unwavering, as if he already knew the answer.

      "Stay," Ronan repeated, his fingers resting lightly on the edge of his glass. "Not as a service tonight. As my companion. As my... friend."

      The words settled in Jace's chest like a weight. The request wasn't like the others. It wasn't a job, a transaction. It was... personal. And that was exactly what made it so strange, so out of place. He hadn't signed up for this. He hadn't agreed to be someone's partner, not in this way. His role, as he understood it, was simple: show up, do his part, leave. Be a trophy on Ronan’s arm. Smile politely.

      Keep things clean. Professional.

      "You don't—" Jace started, then faltered. He wasn't sure what to say. You don’t own me? You don’t tell me what to do? You don’t get to be my friend?

      This wasn't part of the plan. His pulse quickened as his thoughts raced in his head. He was used to being in control, to setting the terms, to never getting too close.

      Ronan, however, seemed perfectly composed, like he knew exactly what Jace needed before Jace could even acknowledge it.

      "I don't want to share you," Ronan said quietly. His voice was warm, but there was an edge to it, something possessive that slid beneath Jace's skin. "Not with anyone. Not for a second. You know that already."

      Jace's breath caught in his throat. The intensity in Ronan's voice told him this wasn't about money or business. It wasn't about status or power. It was about something else. Something rawer, something deeper. And Jace wasn't sure if he was ready for it.

      "I'm not—" Jace began again, but Ronan's gaze held him captive, pinning him in place. His eyes, dark and sharp, seemed to strip away any pretense Jace might've had left.

      For a moment, it felt like time had stopped. It wasn't just the command in Ronan's words—it was the way he looked at Jace, like he saw him completely, like he had a claim over him that no one could deny. There was a tension in the air now, thick and palpable. Jace's heart hammered against his chest, the only sound in the room besides the faint hum of the city beyond the windows.

      "Please, don't make me ask again," Ronan murmured, his voice turning softer, coaxing, but no less firm.

      Jace opened his mouth, then closed it again. There were a thousand things he wanted to say. A thousand reasons he should walk away. He was supposed to keep his distance. He had to keep his distance. This—whatever this was—wasn't part of the deal.

      And yet, Ronan's presence, his unwavering gaze, made it feel impossible to escape.

      The room felt smaller, the space between them growing thicker with each passing second. Jace's mind screamed at him to say no, to walk out and never look back. But Ronan's eyes, those dark, endless eyes, held him captive.

      Jace didn't just feel seen. He felt owned—and the rush of that realization, the fear mixed with exhilaration, made his skin burn.

      Finally, he let out a long exhale. His voice was tight, but his heart was already racing.

      "Fine." The word escaped his lips before he could stop it. "I'll stay. But this doesn't change anything. I'm not... I'm not yours. Not really. Not outside the terms of our agreement."

      Ronan's lips curved into a knowing smile. He stood up slowly, his movements purposeful, each one measured, like he was orchestrating something, and Jace was just another piece of the puzzle.

      "We'll see about that," Ronan replied, and it wasn't a challenge—it was a statement.

      His hand reached out, fingers grazing Jace's arm as he guided him toward the door. The touch was light, but there was a quiet command in it, like Ronan knew exactly what he was doing to Jace. Knew how to push him, just far enough that Jace couldn't back out now.

      Jace's heart raced, his mind a whirl of confusion. He hadn't expected to feel this. This pull, this need. And yet here it was, gnawing at him, pulling him closer with every step he took. He couldn't even tell if he was resisting or falling into Ronan's control willingly.

      The ride home was quiet. It was quicker than Jace had expected too. Before he knew it, he found himself being led by Ronan through the darkened entryway of his penthouse into the open living area, the lights dim, casting shadows on the walls like silent witnesses to whatever was happening.

      "Make yourself comfortable," Ronan said. "I'll be right back."

      Jace nodded, his fingers trembling as he brushed them through his hair. He'd given in. There was no going back now. As Ronan disappeared into the next room, Jace stared out the window at the twinkling city lights, trying to breathe, trying to calm the storm inside of him. He wasn't supposed to feel this way. He wasn't supposed to want Ronan's attention.

      But somehow, Ronan had won.

      He returned to the room a few minutes later, his presence filling the space with an almost suffocating weight. Jace couldn't help but notice the way Ronan moved—slow, calculated, every step deliberate. There was no rush in his movements, no impatience. He was in complete control, and it was as if he knew how desperately Jace craved that control, even if Jace refused to admit it.

      Ronan stood in front of him, his eyes never leaving Jace's face. The tension between them felt like it was building, layer by layer, and every move Ronan made seemed to add another heavy stone to the pile.

      "You're quiet tonight," Ronan's voice was low, barely more than a whisper, but it was enough to make Jace's pulse quicken. There was a subtle tease in it, like Ronan was reading him, testing him. "What's going on in that head of yours?"

      Jace swallowed, his throat dry. He didn't know what to say. He couldn't tell Ronan the truth—not about how every part of him was on edge, how the thought of being so close to someone, of letting someone have that much of a hold on him, made his skin crawl in ways he couldn't control.

      "Nothing," Jace replied quickly, his voice coming out harsher than he intended. "Just... not used to being asked to stay, that's all."

      Ronan chuckled, a soft sound that somehow made Jace's stomach tighten. "I don't believe that for a second." He stepped closer, his gaze intense, never wavering. "You're not used to people wanting you around, are you?"

      Jace stiffened. The words hit too close to home, scraping at old insecurities he'd buried deep down. He didn't want to acknowledge the truth in Ronan's statement, but the discomfort on his face said everything Ronan needed to know.

      "You don't have to be so defensive," Ronan continued, his tone teasing, but there was something else under it—a quiet sureness that Jace couldn't escape. "You're more than enough, Jace. I know what I'm doing."

      Jace looked up at him sharply, surprised at the bluntness of the words. He wanted to argue, wanted to push back against Ronan's certainty, but the way Ronan looked at him, with that quiet, confident intensity, made his chest tighten.

      "Enough?" Jace repeated, the word sounding foreign in his mouth. "For what?"

      Ronan didn't answer right away. He moved a little closer, filling the space between them, until Jace could feel the heat of his body. The physical pull was undeniable, like an electric current running through his veins, but it was the mental game that was really getting to him.

      Jace felt small, out of place. This wasn't like anything he was used to. Normally, he was the one in control. He was the one who called the shots, who dictated the terms. But here? With Ronan? He wasn't so sure anymore.

      "Sit down," Ronan's voice cut through the silence, sharper than Jace expected. It wasn't a request. It wasn't even a suggestion.

      Jace stood his ground, staring at Ronan. "You don't get to tell me what to do," he said, his voice steady but his heart thumping hard in his chest.

      Ronan smirked, an edge of amusement in his eyes, like Jace's resistance was simply a game to him. "I think you'll find I do. Now, sit."

      The command was subtle but impossible to ignore. Every part of Jace's body screamed to stay upright, to keep his independence, but Ronan's eyes locked onto him with a steady dominance that made Jace feel like he was being sized up—measured, tested.

      For a moment, Jace hesitated, but the pull of Ronan's stare was unavoidable. It was like a magnet, drawing him in despite himself. He clenched his jaw, resisting as long as he could, but his legs betrayed him. Slowly, he sank down into the plush chair in the center of the room. He wasn't sure if he was giving in or just buying time. He wasn’t sure of anything anymore.

      Ronan stepped closer, his presence overwhelming. He didn't need to touch Jace to have him feeling completely surrounded.

      "That wasn't so hard, was it?" Ronan murmured, his tone casual, as though he were talking to a disobedient child.

      Jace's voice was low but challenging. "What do you really want, Ronan? Why the hell are you doing this?"

      Ronan didn't answer right away. He stood there, watching Jace with that same unreadable expression, his gaze flicking over every detail of Jace's face, his posture. He was studying him, weighing his reactions, savoring every moment of control he had.

      "I want you to stop fighting me," Ronan said at last, the words soft, almost coaxing. "You think you can control everything, but you're wrong. You'll learn that sooner or later. I'm not like the others. You'll never win this one."

      Jace's mind raced, frustration mounting. He wasn't used to feeling this out of control. "And what happens if I don't let you have it?" he shot back, his voice daring.

      Ronan leaned in slightly, his face just inches from Jace's. The intensity in his eyes burned right through him, leaving Jace feeling exposed.

      "Then you'll keep getting in your own way," Ronan said. "But I'm not asking you to surrender all at once. I'm just asking you to give me this moment. Let me guide you for once. You've been running for so long, Jace. It's time to stop."

      Jace's jaw tightened. He hated it. He hated how calm Ronan was, how effortlessly he made everything seem like it was part of some grand plan. He wasn't supposed to let people in—he wasn't supposed to need anyone's guidance. But for some reason, Ronan made him question that.

      "Guide me?" Jace repeated bitterly. "You mean control me. You think I don't see that?"

      Ronan's lips curled into a smile that wasn't quite comforting. "You can call it what you want. The truth is you'll never be able to escape it. You need me more than you're willing to admit. You'll always need someone like me."

      Jace's breath hitched, the sting of Ronan's words lashing at him harder than he expected. He wanted to yell, to push Ronan away, but something inside him—something he hated—was starting to doubt himself.

      "You think you have me all figured out, huh?" Jace's voice was quieter now, less certain. He didn't want to say the next part, didn't want to give Ronan any more power, but the words slipped out before he could stop them. "You think I'll just let you... control me?"

      Ronan's gaze softened for a fraction of a second, but it didn't fool Jace. "I don't need to control you, Jace. You've been doing that to yourself for years. I'm just here to remind you who you are, what you really want."

      Jace's chest tightened. His mouth went dry, but he couldn't look away. Something about Ronan's words rang true, something he hadn't been able to admit to himself. He wasn't used to needing anyone, let alone trusting them with his vulnerabilities. Yet here he was—fighting, and losing.

      Ronan stepped forward again, placing his hands on the armrests of Jace's chair, effectively trapping him. Jace didn't flinch this time. It wasn't that he wanted to stay where he was; it was just that he didn't know how to move, how to break free from the magnetic pull Ronan had on him.

      "You've got one chance to make this easier on yourself," Ronan murmured. "Let me in. Just a little."

      Jace shook his head, his resolve wavering. "I don't need this," he muttered, but the words felt hollow in his own mouth.

      "Don't you?" Ronan's voice was low, almost a whisper. "You say you don't, but everything about you says otherwise."

      The way Ronan spoke—so sure, so damn confident—made Jace question everything. And damn it, that was what Ronan wanted, wasn't it? To make him doubt himself, to make him need Ronan's approval more than anything.

      And in that moment, Jace felt something snap. It was like all his walls came crashing down at once, not because he wanted it, but because Ronan had been breaking him down slowly without him even realizing it.

      Before he could stop himself, Jace found his hands gripping the cushion underneath him, the muscles in his neck tensing as his fingers dug into the plush material. He'd given in. Not fully—no, not yet. But just enough to feel like he couldn't get out now.

      Ronan didn't smirk, didn't gloat. Instead, he placed his palm against Jace's cheek, his thumb brushing across his skin in a way that was surprisingly gentle. "I knew you'd get there eventually."

      Jace closed his eyes, a bitter chuckle escaping his lips. "Yeah, well... you're good at this." He opened his eyes, meeting Ronan's steady gaze. "But don't think this is over."

      Ronan's smile was small, satisfied, but there was something else there too—something darker. "It never is."

      Jace couldn't tell if that made him feel relieved or even more trapped. But one thing was certain: Ronan wasn't done with him. And he'd never truly be free of it.

      Not now. Not ever.
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      Ronan's private estate wasn't just a country home; it was a fortress.

      The massive stone gates that separated the property from the rest of the world felt like they could hold back armies. And inside? Well, inside was a place so curated it could have been a museum. Every corner, every piece of furniture, every hallway was designed with precision. The man's life was on display here—every detail calculated, every moment carefully planned.

      And now, Jace was part of it, whether he wanted to be or not.

      Ronan had told him to pack lightly. He hadn't given any indication that this trip would be anything more than another business arrangement, but the way Ronan had looked at him when he said it made Jace pause. There was something in those eyes. Something that made Jace want to second-guess every move he made, every breath he took.

      The idea of going to the estate unnerved him. It wasn't just the physical distance from the city—it was the space Ronan seemed to want between them, a world where his rules mattered most. The problem was Jace had never been good at playing by anyone else's rules, and this felt different. Unfamiliar.

      Jace had barely settled in before Ronan appeared by the doorway, just as effortlessly commanding as ever. His presence filled the room, even before he said anything.

      "I trust you're getting comfortable," Ronan's voice had the sharp edge of a man who didn't really care if the answer was yes or no. "Dinner will be in an hour. Feel free to explore until then."

      Jace had been planning to keep his distance, but curiosity gnawed at him. He wandered through the grand hall, running his hand along the polished wood railings, his eyes scanning the vast walls lined with expensive art. It felt more like a palace than a home, yet somehow, it was comfortable in its own right. It was the kind of place where Ronan's influence was felt in every detail—his touch, his control.

      It wasn't just the house, though. Ronan's influence had seeped into Jace's life in ways he hadn't expected. It started small—like the little gift boxes that kept arriving, each more personal than the last. A leather wallet, handcrafted with his initials embossed into the corner. A custom-made pen, the kind of thing Jace had never once thought to buy for himself.

      The small gestures started to pile up, each one an unspoken message from Ronan. They were thoughtful, intimate things, things that only someone who paid very close attention could know to give.

      Jace tried to ignore the growing weight in the pit of his stomach, but the truth was, these gifts unsettled him. They made him question the boundaries he'd worked so hard to establish. He wasn't used to this kind of attention. He wasn't used to feeling like someone cared that much. No one ever had. Ronan was breaking down the walls Jace had carefully erected, and the more Ronan gave him, the more Jace found himself craving it. He hated how much he liked the way this made him feel.

      By the time dinner came around, Jace was sitting on the edge of a large armchair, staring out the window at the rolling hills beyond. Ronan had made himself scarce for the last hour, leaving Jace alone to stew in the mix of confusion and frustration building in his chest. This trip—whatever the reason behind it—was doing something to him.

      When Ronan finally entered, it was with the same confident stride, his presence once again settling around them like a heavy blanket. The room felt smaller with him in it, and Jace couldn't shake the feeling that Ronan was always just a step ahead of him.

      "Are you going to sit?" Ronan asked, his voice smooth as he gestured to the dinner table. There was a flicker of something in his eyes—an emotion that wasn't quite control, but something close.

      Jace stood up reluctantly, occupying a seat. "Yeah, I'm here. What now?" His tone was sharper than he intended, but Ronan didn't seem to notice.

      "Now," Ronan began as he took his place across from him, his eyes never leaving Jace, "we enjoy a quiet evening. No interruptions."

      The tension in the air was palpable. As the meal was served, the silence between them was almost suffocating. But it wasn't the food that held Jace's attention—it was Ronan, watching him with that quiet intensity that seemed to reach through everything.

      "You've been distant," Ronan's voice broke through the quiet. "And I don't like distance. You're mine to deal with, Jace. You've forgotten that."

      Jace's heart skipped a beat. There it was again—Ronan's unyielding claim. The possessiveness that had started to weigh him down.

      "I haven't forgotten," Jace said, his voice barely above a whisper. He didn't even recognize the quietness of it. "I just don't like being controlled. You’ve forgotten that."

      Ronan's gaze hardened, but there was something softer there, too—a certain kind of understanding. "You still think this is about control?" He leaned forward slightly. "You think I'm here to own you? No. I'm here to show you what it feels like to be wanted. You've never had that before."

      Jace didn't know how to respond to that. Ronan was right, wasn't he? Not about the wanting part—no, although that was part of the equation too—but about the fact that Jace had never let anyone close enough to care. To really care.

      The night stretched on, and despite the walls Jace kept trying to build, the sense of intimacy between them only deepened. It wasn't just the presence of Ronan in the room—it was the way Ronan seemed to peel back layers Jace didn't even know existed. It was in the way Ronan's hand brushed his as they passed a bottle of wine, in the soft words that slipped from Ronan's mouth, words that cut through Jace's defenses like nothing else.

      Later, in the dimly lit sitting room, Ronan leaned against the fireplace, his eyes never leaving Jace. The air between them was thick now, something palpable hanging in the silence.

      Jace finally broke it. "What is this, Ronan?" His voice was rough, raw, as if asking the question was the hardest thing he'd ever done.

      Ronan smiled, slow and knowing, and for a moment, it wasn't about control. It was about something else entirely.

      "This," Ronan said softly, his voice quiet but firm, "is a promise."

      Jace froze. The word was unexpected, and for a split second, he almost wished he could take it back. He didn't want to need this, didn't want to crave Ronan's approval, Ronan's attention—but damn it, the more Ronan gave him, the more he found himself wanting it.

      Ronan's smile deepened as he reached out, his hand brushing Jace's jaw in a way that wasn't quite possessive, but dangerous all the same.

      "You can fight it all you want," Ronan murmured, "but you'll give in. You'll always give in."

      And as Ronan's fingers gently traced the line of Jace's jaw, something inside Jace broke, not with resistance, but with an understanding. This—whatever it was—was bigger than him. And deep down, he was already lost.
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      Jace was tired of Ronan's constrictions. And now, he was going to test those cuffs.

      He'd done it intentionally—decided to break free, even if only for a day or two. A quick getaway. Their weekend at the Calloway Estate had rattled his core, and he needed to do something about it, fast. Maybe he thought he'd be able to shake the constant pull Ronan had over him.

      He booked a last-minute trip to the coast, rented a cabin he'd been eyeing for a while. No mention of it to Ronan, of course. That was the plan. To be his own man, make a decision for once that didn't involve Ronan's say-so.

      But then he made another decision. A worse one.

      There was a client. An old acquaintance, one who had come calling out of the blue, offering a job that Jace couldn't refuse. It wasn't anything major—just a quick dinner, a night of work, the kind of thing that would make him feel like he was still in control. A night when he called the shots. He needed that reminder, didn't he? A little power to balance out the way Ronan had been taking over.

      He told himself it was nothing. A harmless favor, really. Just to prove he could still handle things without Ronan's shadow hanging over him.

      But Ronan had found out.

      And when Ronan found out, he didn't fume. He waited. He didn't confront Jace immediately when he discovered the latter’s plans. No, he let the silence drag on, letting the tension between them build like a storm cloud on the horizon.

      The day before his trip, Ronan showed up at his door with a bottle of whiskey.

      "What's this for?" Jace asked, trying his best to sound nonchalant. He hadn't expected Ronan to show up at all—not unannounced, and certainly not with a gift.

      "A little something to remind you I'm thinking of you," Ronan said with a casual smile, though his eyes weren't so casual. There was that unnerving intensity again.

      "I don't need reminders." Jace's voice came out sharper than he intended as always, but by now it was a reflex, a knee-jerk reaction to the feeling creeping up his spine.

      Ronan didn't say anything, just set the bottle down on the counter and lingered for a moment, eyes raking over Jace with a quiet, almost predatory assessment.

      "Going somewhere?" Ronan's gaze flickered briefly to the luggage near the door, the suitcase half-packed.

      Jace stiffened. "I'm fine. Just—just a weekend thing. A little break from the city."

      Ronan didn't move. His gaze never wavered from Jace. He didn't ask again, but there was no mistaking the silence between them.

      Jace had spent the better part of the weekend convincing himself that the client wasn't a big deal. Just a quick stop, a brief face-to-face. No harm, no foul. He kept telling himself that the man—Maxwell, a wealthy entrepreneur just trying to avoid a lonely night—was an old acquaintance from a time before Ronan entered his life. He didn't owe Ronan an explanation. He didn't owe anyone anything.

      The coast was supposed to feel like freedom. Jace had envisioned it as a simple escape—fresh air, quiet mornings, and a reprieve from everything Ronan. But as soon as he arrived, the nagging sensation at the back of his mind followed him. That feeling wasn't going away, no matter how many times he pushed it aside.

      By the time he returned from the trip, he was already dreading the inevitable confrontation. And of course, Ronan was waiting for him. Waiting with that same quiet, dangerous calm.

      The moment Jace stepped through the door, Ronan didn't ask how the trip was or even comment on Jace's tan lines. He simply locked the door behind him, his eyes never leaving Jace's.

      "Didn't think you'd actually go." Ronan's voice was low, like the rumble of a storm building on the horizon.

      "I needed a break," Jace replied, his voice more clipped than usual, his deflection not nearly as smooth as he'd hoped.

      Ronan's gaze darkened. He moved closer, the space between them shrinking with each step.

      "You're testing me, Jace," Ronan said, the words feeling like a warning, though he didn't raise his voice. "I don't like it."

      Jace swallowed. The energy in the room shifted. It wasn't just frustration now. There was something deeper, something Jace didn't fully understand.

      "I didn't—" Jace started, but Ronan cut him off with a single gesture.

      "Don't lie." Ronan's tone was sharp, and it sliced through Jace's defenses like a blade. "You think you can just walk away whenever you want. You think this is some game." He shook his head slowly, his eyes never leaving Jace's face. "It's not."

      Jace clenched his jaw, trying to steady the pulse of adrenaline that kicked in at Ronan's words. His entire body felt on edge, like a wire pulled too tight. Ronan took another step forward, and Jace could feel the heat radiating from him.

      "You want to test me, Jace?" Ronan's voice dropped, taking on a darker edge. "You want to see how far you can push before I snap?"

      Jace didn't know what to say. The truth was, he was scared. Scared of how easily Ronan was taking control again, scared of how his body responded to the dominance in Ronan's presence.

      "You think I don't know about Maxwell?" Ronan's voice was deadly calm now, and the words hung in the air, thick with threat. "You think I wouldn't find out about you taking a meeting behind my back?"

      Jace's stomach twisted. He hadn't expected Ronan to be watching that closely. He hadn't expected Ronan to care enough to dig into his every move.

      "Don't make this about him," Jace muttered, but Ronan didn't let him off the hook.

      "I don't share, Jace." Ronan's words came like a whip crack, cold and unyielding. "And I won't let you step outside this... arrangement. Not for anyone. Not for anyone."

      Jace's pulse thundered in his ears. "I didn't⁠—"

      Ronan's hand shot out, gripping Jace's wrist with bruising strength, pulling him forward until there was no space between them. The air was electric, charged with unspoken tension, the kind that made Jace's skin prickle and his breath catch in his throat.

      "You're mine, Jace," Ronan said, like a secret shared only between them. His free hand came up to cradle Jace's jaw, his thumb brushing over the pulse point just below his ear. "And I don't share."

      Jace's heart slammed against his ribs, every inch of him rebelling against the force that Ronan was exerting. The room felt smaller. Ronan's presence filled every corner, every inch of the space between them, until Jace could barely breathe.

      He tried to pull away, but Ronan's grip tightened, his fingers digging into Jace's wrist like a brand. "You can't walk away from this, Jace. Not anymore."

      Jace's mind raced, a whirlwind of fear and something else—something he didn't want to name. He hated how Ronan could do this, how he could strip away every defense with just a look, just a touch. But even as he hated it, he couldn't deny the pull, the way his body responded to Ronan's dominance like it was the only thing keeping him grounded.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            SIX

          

          
            LOSING CONTROL

          

        

      

    

    
      The strength of Ronan’s presence was overwhelming.

      Jace's breath caught in his throat as Ronan's grip on his wrist tightened, pulling him closer until there was nothing left between them but heat, pressure, and the raw, unrelenting tension in the room. Jace could feel every inch of Ronan's body, drowning him with a sense of helplessness he wasn't sure he could handle.

      "Don't fight me," Ronan murmured, the words like a command, low and dangerous, a promise wrapped in a threat. His eyes were dark, glinting with something that made Jace's pulse race. "You want this, don't you?"

      Jace couldn't look away. He didn't want to. But everything inside him screamed to pull back, to get out of the grasp that Ronan had on him. Yet, even as he tried to pull away, his body betrayed him—leaning into the pressure, wanting more.

      "Shut up," Jace muttered, his voice hoarse. He was fighting himself more than Ronan. The tension was unbearable, and the last thing he wanted to do was admit to Ronan how badly he did want this. How badly he needed Ronan to keep him in line, even if that meant giving up the little scraps of control he'd so carefully held onto.

      Ronan didn't move. Didn't soften. His hand slid from Jace's wrist to the back of his neck, fingers threading through his hair, holding him in place with a grip that was almost tender but heavy with dominance.

      "I didn't ask for this," Jace bit out, but the words felt weak as soon as they left his mouth. They sounded more like a plea than a statement, and he hated it. He hated how he couldn't stop himself from responding to Ronan's touch, from wanting the very thing that felt like it was suffocating him.

      "Then why are you here?" Ronan's voice was rough, steady, almost amused. It was the challenge in his tone, the way he knew exactly what Jace was feeling but was willing to let him fight against it, that made Jace's heart thunder in his chest. Ronan wasn't backing down. He was making Jace face the truth—whether Jace liked it or not.

      "I'm not..." Jace's words faltered. His head was spinning, every muscle in his body tight with the struggle between wanting to push Ronan away and needing to fall into him, to surrender. But it wasn't that simple. "I don't want this."

      Ronan didn't respond. Instead, he stepped closer, close enough that Jace could feel the heat radiating off of him, the raw power of Ronan's presence sinking deep into Jace's bones.

      "Stop lying to me." Ronan's hand moved to Jace's jaw, his thumb pressing into the line of Jace's mouth, tilting his face up. There was no softness in Ronan's touch, just a firm demand for Jace's attention. "You're mine, Jace. You always have been. You think you're in control? You're not. You don’t know what real control looks like."

      Jace felt his breath catch again, the reality of it hitting him all at once. He wasn't in control. Not anymore. Maybe he never had been. Ronan wasn't just looking for submission. He was taking ownership of him, piece by piece. And there was something in that—something dangerous and beautiful all at once—that Jace couldn't pull himself away from, no matter how hard he tried.

      Ronan leaned in, his lips brushing against Jace's ear, his breath hot against his skin. "You think I don't know you? That I don't see the way you crave this? Crave me?"

      Jace shuddered, his hands pressing against Ronan's chest, pushing him away, but not nearly as hard as he should have. His entire body was trembling, every inch of him wanting to pull away while every other part of him—his mind, his heart, his very soul—was screaming for more. For Ronan's control. For the feeling of being completely, utterly owned.

      "I don't need you," Jace spat, but even as the words left his mouth, the conviction behind them was weak. He could feel the flush creeping up his neck, his body betraying him, his chest heaving with the struggle.

      "You don't?" Ronan's voice was a growl now, desperate, a far cry from the calm, collected demeanor he usually wore. "Then why the hell are you still here, Jace? You can end this. We have a clause in the contract for that. Why do you keep coming back?"

      Jace's heart pounded in his chest as he looked at Ronan, eyes wild and desperate. His breath was shallow, his body on the edge, every nerve ending alive with the dangerous energy between them. "Because I can't walk away from you."

      The words slipped out before he could stop them, and once they were out, there was no taking them back. The realization hit him harder than anything else. He couldn't walk away. Not from Ronan. Not from what Ronan represented.

      Ronan's eyes flickered, a mix of danger and triumph flashing in them. Slowly, he closed the space between them until there was nothing but a breath separating their lips. His hand moved to Jace's hip, pulling him forward, forcing Jace's body into his.

      "No," Ronan said softly, a smirk tugging at the corner of his mouth. "You can't."

      And with that, he kissed him. Not gently. Not tenderly. But with a ferocity that matched the storm raging inside Jace. There was no room for hesitation. No room for second thoughts. It was raw, untamed, and everything Jace had been lying to himself about. Ronan's kiss was a declaration. A claim.

      Jace fought it for a moment, tried to pull away, but Ronan's hand tangled in his hair, yanking him back, forcing him deeper. And that was when it hit Jace—when it all came crashing down. He didn't just crave this, didn't just crave Ronan's control. He wanted to be owned. To be claimed. To be part of something that wasn't just a passing moment, something real, something that took him and remade him.

      The kiss deepened, and Jace gave in, his body finally surrendering, his hands gripping Ronan's shirt as if it were the only thing holding him together. Ronan's hands left Jace's skin only long enough to pull back slightly, his teeth grazing Jace's lips with a heat that made Jace's heart beat faster than ever. But it wasn't the kiss that took Jace's breath away this time—it was the words that followed.

      "I don't just want you, Jace," Ronan said, his voice soft but laced with something deeper, something that made the air between them crackle. "I don't just want your body. I want everything. Your mind. Your heart. I want you, all of you. Completely."

      Jace froze, the words hitting him like a physical blow. His chest tightened as what Ronan was saying settled over him. It was too much. Too fast. His walls, which had been so carefully constructed, started to crack, tiny fissures opening, letting in the flood of emotions he'd been keeping buried. But the fear that followed was suffocating. Fear of losing control. Fear of losing himself.

      "I—I can't," Jace whispered, trying to push away from Ronan, but it was useless. The man's strength, his resolve, was unrelenting, like a force of nature. He couldn't escape it. He couldn't escape him.

      Ronan's eyes softened, but there was no pity in them. No judgment. Just understanding. He took Jace's face in his hands, forcing him to look up, to face him.

      "Yes, you can," Ronan murmured, his voice steady, as though he knew exactly what Jace needed to hear. "You can trust me. You can trust us."

      But Jace couldn't. Not yet. Not when everything inside him screamed to run, to keep control, to protect the last pieces of himself that he hadn't given away.

      "I'm not yours," Jace said, his voice shaky but firm, like a line in the sand he was too afraid to cross. "You can't have me like that. You're not... you're not what I need."

      "You're wrong, Jace," Ronan said, his hand resting gently on the small of Jace's back. "You think you need control. You think you need to keep your walls up. But you don't. I've been patient with you. But I won't wait forever."

      Jace's heart pounded in his chest. He wanted to believe Ronan. He wanted to let go. But the thought of being completely vulnerable, of handing over every part of himself, terrified him.

      "I'm not some prize you can win," Jace snapped, his voice laced with defiance, though there was no real conviction behind it anymore.

      Ronan's expression didn't change, but there was a flicker in his eyes—something fierce, something that told Jace that this wasn't a game to Ronan anymore. This wasn't about control for the sake of control. This was about something more personal. Something Jace wasn't ready to acknowledge, let alone accept.

      Ronan took a step back then, his hand slipping from Jace's back to his chest, as if giving him space to breathe.

      "You're right," Ronan said quietly, but there was no anger in his voice. No resentment. "You're not a prize. You're everything. And I'm not going to let you push me away. Not when I know what we could have. The contract is done. From now on, if you stay, it's by choice. But if you do stay, I'm still not sharing you."

      Jace stepped back, his hands trembling at his sides.

      "I can't do this." His voice cracked, the words so much heavier than he'd intended them to be.

      And then, without thinking, without fully knowing why, Jace turned and ran. He didn't know where he was going—didn't care. All that mattered was getting away from the intensity, from the suffocating heat of Ronan's desire and the feelings that had begun to wrap themselves around him like a vine.

      But he didn't get far.

      Ronan was behind him almost immediately, his footsteps steady and sure, the silence between them now deafening.

      "Stop, Jace," Ronan's voice was calm, measured. "You can run, but you can't hide from me. You can't hide from what's between us."

      Jace's chest heaved with each breath as he pushed himself faster, further, away from Ronan, away from everything that threatened to undo him. But he wasn't fast enough. Ronan was there, catching up to him with ease, his presence looming behind Jace like a shadow.

      "Ronan," Jace whispered, his voice breaking, filled with something raw, something desperate that he couldn't quite control. "Please. Don't follow me."
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      Jace hadn't meant to come here. He hadn't meant to do any of this. But here he was, standing on the edge of everything he'd spent so long keeping at arm's length. All the walls he'd built up, the barriers he'd created to protect himself from falling—every single one of them had cracked under Ronan's presence.

      When Ronan had said he wanted everything, Jace's first instinct had been to run. But now, standing in the middle of his apartment—his original one, not the one gifted by Ronan—heart pounding, he realized how foolish that had been.

      Ronan wasn't like anyone else he'd ever met. He didn't just want Jace for a night or even for a handful of stolen moments. He wanted him for all of it—the good, the bad, the messy. And, somehow, Jace knew that if he ran again, he'd be running from something that might be the most real thing he'd ever felt in his life.

      Jace had been so damn afraid of losing himself. Of letting someone else in. But as the days passed, the more he tried to deny it, the clearer it became: he didn't want to lose himself. He just wanted someone who could accept him as he was, without trying to change him.

      He thought about that first contract. The way it had felt like a leash, something that bound him even when he hadn't known it. Back then, everything had been about control. The contract had made things simple, clear-cut. It was an exchange, a transaction. Jace had thought that was all he was good for—his body, his submission. It had been easier that way, at first.

      But now? Now everything felt different. There were no contracts. No rules. No promises that could be broken, no obligations to fulfill. This was a choice. His choice. The fear was still there, the hesitation still lingered in the corners of his mind, but it didn't matter anymore. He wasn't submitting because he had to. He was submitting because, deep down, he wanted to. And more than that, he wanted to choose to be with Ronan.

      Ronan had been patient, more patient than Jace had ever expected. He hadn't rushed him, hadn't tried to force anything. He'd let Jace take his time, let him process the chaos inside his head. But that moment, when Ronan had looked him in the eye and said that he wanted everything? That had been the turning point. That was when Jace had realized he wasn't running anymore.

      Jace walked toward the door, his hand resting on the knob. There was no going back now. He wasn't sure exactly what he was walking into, but he knew Ronan would be there, waiting for him, as he always had been. And for the first time in a long time, Jace wasn't scared.

      As he stepped out into the hallway, the cold air hit his skin, sharp against the warmth of his body. His mind was a storm, but there was a quiet steadiness in his chest, a calm that hadn't been there before. It wasn't peace, not exactly. But it was something—a feeling that, maybe, just maybe, he was ready for whatever was next.

      The apartment door slammed behind him, and he walked through the dimly lit hallway, thoughts racing. It wasn't about the physical submission anymore; it was about the emotional surrender. The letting go of the fear that had held him captive for so long.

      There was no contract now, no promises to fulfill—just him and Ronan. And maybe that was all they really needed.

      Ronan's apartment was quiet when Jace arrived. The door was already cracked open, as though Ronan had been waiting. No, not waiting. He'd been expecting Jace. Waiting was something different. Waiting meant hesitation. Expecting meant knowing exactly what was going to happen, even if neither of them had spoken the words out loud.

      Jace stepped inside, his heart hammering in his chest. Ronan stood in the middle of the living room, his expression unreadable, his presence filling the space like gravity. There was a strength in him, but it wasn't just physical. It was a quiet power, a knowing that made Jace feel as if he were the one on the edge, not Ronan. He hadn't realized how much he needed that strength until now.

      Without a word, Ronan stepped forward, his hand gently brushing against Jace's arm, sending a shiver through him. It was a simple touch, nothing like the intensity of their past encounters, but it was enough to make Jace's breath catch in his throat.

      "Jace," Ronan said, his tone gentle yet firm. "You don't have to be afraid. I'm not going anywhere."

      The words hit him like a wave, crashing over the dam of his own fears, and for the first time, Jace felt them lift. He didn't have to control everything. He didn't have to carry the burden alone. Ronan was right there, steady and unflinching.

      Jace took a deep breath and stepped into Ronan's space, closing the distance between them. His hands found their way to Ronan's chest, his fingertips brushing against the fabric of his shirt, feeling the steady thrum of Ronan's heartbeat beneath it.

      "I'm not running anymore," Jace whispered, his voice barely audible, but the words hung between them like a promise. "I'm here. For you. For us."

      Ronan's hands cupped Jace's face, his thumb tracing the sharp line of his jaw. "Good," he said simply. "Because I'm not going anywhere either."

      There were no more games. No more control. No more rules. This was it. This was them, together, in a way Jace had never thought possible. And it felt real. More real than anything he'd ever experienced before.

      Jace leaned into the touch, his lips finding Ronan's in a kiss that was different this time. It wasn't desperate. It wasn't about power or submission. It was about giving and receiving, two halves of a whole coming together in a way that felt both freeing and grounding at once.

      They didn't need to speak. They didn't need any more explanations. Everything they needed to say was right there in the space between them, in the connection that had always been there, even when they hadn't known it. The surrender was no longer forced; it was chosen, freely given, with no conditions attached.

      Ronan and Jace were no longer two separate people trying to make sense of something bigger than themselves. They were just two people, broken in different ways but healing together. Whole, finally, because they had chosen each other.

      And in that moment, Jace knew—really knew—that this was what he had been searching for all along.
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        * * *

      

      Their surrender may seem complete, but the instant trust and longing first sparked is waiting to be discovered…
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      Jace stared at his reflection in the hotel bathroom mirror, his hands gripping the marble countertop so tightly his knuckles had gone white.

      Twenty-one years old and he looked younger—too young for what he was about to do. The expensive suit jacket hung awkwardly on his lean frame, borrowed from his roommate who'd gotten him into this mess.

      "It's easy money," Danny had said when he first introduced Jace to the job. "Rich guys, lonely nights, a few hours of your time. You've got the look they want—clean-cut, innocent. They eat that shit up."

      Innocent. Three months behind on rent, student loans crushing him, working double shifts at a coffee shop—innocent wasn't going to pay the bills. His art degree certainly wasn't.

      The phone buzzed. A text from Danny: Room 2847. His name is Richard. Be polite, be charming, and smile.

      Jace's stomach twisted. He'd never done anything like this before. The man—Richard—had paid three hundred dollars just for dinner and conversation. What came after was negotiable, Danny had explained with a knowing grin.

      The elevator ride to the twenty-eighth floor felt eternal. By the time the doors opened, he was fighting the urge to run.

      Room 2847 sat at the end of a hallway lined with abstract paintings that probably cost more than Jace's yearly tuition. He forced himself to knock.

      The man who answered was older than expected—maybe fifty, with silver threading through dark hair and expensive glasses. Handsome in that distinguished way wealthy men often were. His smile was warm, almost paternal.

      "You must be Jace." The voice was smooth, cultured. "I'm Richard. Please, come in."

      The suite was massive, all floor-to-ceiling windows and museum-quality furniture. The city sparkled below them, making Jace dizzy with how high up they were.

      "Drink?" Richard moved to a bar cart, pouring amber liquid from crystal.

      "Sure. Whatever you're having."

      Richard's eyes crinkled with amusement. "Nervous?"

      Heat flooded Jace's cheeks. "A little."

      "Good. Nerves mean you still have standards." Richard handed him the glass. "Sit. We have time."

      Jace perched on an oversized leather chair, whiskey burning his throat. Richard settled across from him, studying him with keen eyes.

      "Danny tells me you're an artist."

      "Was. Am. I don't know anymore." The words tumbled out. "Hard to be an artist when you can't afford paint."

      "Ah. The eternal struggle—creative mind versus practical reality. What medium do you prefer?"

      "Oils, mostly. Some charcoal work."

      Jace found himself relaxing as they talked about art, galleries, the pieces in Richard's home. The man was genuinely interested, asking thoughtful questions.

      They moved to the dining area where room service had laid out an elaborate dinner. The conversation flowed easier—Richard was charming, intelligent, with stories of travels and business ventures that painted pictures of a life Jace could barely imagine.

      "You're different than I expected," Richard said as they finished dessert.

      "Different how?"

      "Genuine. Most young men I meet through this are... performative. Playing a role they think I want." Richard's gaze was steady. "You're not performing."

      "Should I be?"

      "God, no." Richard laughed. "Authenticity is rarer than you think in my world. It's refreshing."

      They moved to the couch, wine glasses refilled. The conversation turned personal—Richard asking about Jace's family, dreams, fears. In return, he shared stories of his own youth, mistakes made, lessons learned.

      "I should tell you," Richard said eventually, voice gentler, "I don't expect anything from you tonight beyond your company. Danny may have implied otherwise, but that's not what this is about."

      Jace blinked, confused. "But I thought⁠—"

      "You thought you'd have to sleep with me." Richard's smile was kind, almost sad. "Maybe someday you will, with someone else. But tonight? I just wanted to talk to someone real. Someone who hasn't forgotten what it's like to struggle."

      Relief flooded through Jace so strongly he nearly gasped. "Then why⁠—"

      "Because loneliness is expensive, Jace. And I can afford to pay for genuine conversation with a beautiful young man who reminds me what it felt like to believe in something." Richard pulled out an envelope. "This is for you. Your time, your company. Nothing more."

      Inside were five crisp hundred-dollar bills—more money than Jace had ever held at once.

      "I can't take this. I didn't do anything."

      "You did more than you know." Richard stood, walking to the window. "You listened. You were yourself. You can’t understand how hard it is to come by something like this. Being genuine, being real."

      When Jace finally left, Richard shook his hand like a business partner.

      "Take care of yourself, Jace. Remember—you have a choice in who you become. Don't let the money make that choice for you."

      Walking back through empty streets, envelope tucked in his jacket, Jace couldn't shake Richard's words. The money would solve his immediate problems—rent, food, art supplies. But it came with unexpected weight, knowledge that changed something fundamental about how he saw himself.

      He'd crossed a line tonight, even without crossing the ultimate line. He'd been paid for his company, his attention, his carefully curated version of himself.

      Back in their cramped apartment, Danny waited with eager eyes. Jace handed over the agency's cut without a word.

      "How was it?" Danny pressed. "Richard's one of the good ones, right?"

      "Yeah," Jace said quietly, staring out at the city lights. "Generous."

      But lying in bed that night, Richard's warning echoed: Don't let the money make that choice for you. The problem was, Jace realized, the choice had already been made the moment he'd put on that borrowed suit and walked into that hotel room.

      The money was just the beginning.
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      The elevator in the Meridian Tower was nothing like the creaky death trap in Jace's old building. This one glided silently to the thirty-second floor, its mirrored walls reflecting back a version of himself he barely recognized from six months ago.

      Gone was the borrowed suit and nervous energy. The tailored charcoal jacket fit perfectly across his shoulders, the Italian leather shoes were his own, and the Rolex—a gift from a grateful client—caught the light as he adjusted his cuffs. He looked the part now. Polished. Professional. Expensive.

      Sterling & Associates occupied the entire floor, its glass doors etched with elegant script that gave no indication of what services they actually provided. Inside, the décor was all marble and mahogany, designed to whisper wealth rather than shout it.

      "Jace." Victoria Sterling emerged from her corner office, her silver hair pulled into a perfect chignon, her smile as sharp as her stilettos. "Right on time. How refreshing."

      He'd learned that punctuality was just one of many unspoken rules in this world. Others included: never ask about a client's personal life, never refuse a reasonable request, and never, ever let them see you sweat.

      "Mrs. Sterling." He followed her into the main conference room where three other men sat around a polished table. He recognized Marcus and Kai—veterans who'd taken him under their wing. The third was new.

      "Gentlemen, I'd like you to meet our newest associate, Cam." Victoria gestured to a young man who couldn't be older than nineteen, all sharp cheekbones and nervous energy. "Jace, I thought you might show him the ropes tonight. The Harcourt event."

      Jace nodded, studying the kid. He saw himself from months ago—hungry, desperate, trying too hard to look confident. "Of course."

      The Harcourt charity gala was exactly the kind of event Sterling & Associates specialized in. Wealthy socialites who needed attractive, articulate companions for the evening. No explicit arrangements, just the understanding that discretion and charm were worth premium prices.

      In the car ride over, Cam peppered him with questions. "What if they ask personal stuff? What if I say something wrong? What if⁠—"

      "Breathe." Jace straightened his tie, the motion automatic now. "First rule: you're not Cam tonight. You're whoever they need you to be. Attentive but not clingy. Charming but not overwhelming. Think of it as acting."

      "Acting," Cam repeated, like he was memorizing scripture.

      "Second rule: never break character. The moment you let them see the real you, you lose control. And control is everything."

      The ballroom at the Four Seasons was a glittering display of old money and new power. Crystal chandeliers cast prismatic light over women in designer gowns and men in thousand-dollar tuxedos. Jace scanned the crowd, automatically cataloging faces, reading the room's energy.

      "There." He nodded toward a statuesque brunette standing alone near the bar. "Margaret Harcourt, the host’s cousin. Divorced, recently. This party was thrown for her, but no one knows that. See how she's holding her champagne glass? Tight grip, checking her watch. She's nervous."

      Cameron followed his gaze. "How do you know all that?"

      "Because I do my homework." Jace had spent the afternoon researching everyone on the guest list. "Mrs. Harcourt’s ex-husband will be here with his new wife—twenty years younger, naturally. She needs someone who makes her feel confident, desired. Not a boy trying to impress her."

      They approached smoothly, and Jace made the introductions. Within minutes, he'd positioned Cam as Margaret's companion for the evening, watching as the kid's natural charm began to emerge once he stopped overthinking.

      His own evening was spent with Eleanor Thorne, a steel heiress who collected young men like she collected art—appreciating their beauty while maintaining emotional distance. She was sharp, witty, and exactly the kind of client he preferred. No messy emotions, no expectations beyond the agreed-upon parameters.

      "You've changed," she observed as they swayed on the dance floor. "More polished than when we first met."

      "Thank you." He spun her gracefully, the movement practiced from hours of lessons Victoria had insisted upon.

      "I wasn't sure it was a compliment." Her eyes were calculating. "You used to have this... earnestness. It was refreshing. Now you're like all the others."

      Something cold settled in his chest, but he maintained his smile. "I've learned the value of professionalism."

      "Professionalism." She tasted the word like wine. "Is that what we're calling it?"

      Later, in the car back to the city, Cam was buzzing with excitement. "That was incredible! Margaret was amazing, and she gave me her card, and⁠—"

      "Slow down." Jace loosened his tie, suddenly feeling suffocated by the silk. "How do you feel?"

      "Great! Like I could do this forever."

      Jace remembered that feeling. The rush of successfully playing a role, of being wanted and valued, even if it was an illusion. "Just remember what I told you about control."

      "Right. Never break character." Cameron's reflection in the window was bright with possibility. "When do you think I'll get my own regular clients?"

      "When you stop caring about getting them." The words came out harsher than intended. Jace saw Cam's face fall and softened his tone. "Focus on being what they need. The rest follows."

      Back at his apartment—a one-bedroom in a decent neighborhood, no more cramped spaces shared with roommates, though he’d missed Danny—Jace poured himself two fingers of the expensive scotch a client had given him. The city lights twinkled below, beautiful and distant.

      His phone buzzed with a text from Eleanor: Dinner Thursday? Same terms.

      He typed back his agreement, then set the phone aside. In the bathroom mirror, he looked at his reflection again.

      Eleanor was right—he had changed. The nervous young man from his first night with Richard was gone, replaced by someone who could navigate any social situation, who never said the wrong thing, who never let his guard down.

      The person staring back was successful, confident, financially secure. Everything he'd thought he wanted.

      So why did he feel so empty?

      He thought about Richard's warning: Don't let the money make that choice for you. But choices, Jace had learned, were luxuries. Survival required adaptation, and he'd adapted beautifully.

      The real Jace—the artist, the dreamer, the young man who'd believed in something beyond money—was still in there somewhere. Locked away, but safe. Protected by layers of professional polish and emotional armor that no client could penetrate.

      It was better this way. Safer. More profitable.

      Even if it meant he barely recognized himself anymore.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        The Amelia Setup

      

      

      The art gallery opening was supposed to be just another job. High-end clients, champagne, networking—the kind of event where Sterling & Associates' companions blended seamlessly into the cultural elite. Jace had done dozens of these over the past year, perfecting the role of the sophisticated escort who could discuss Rothko and Pollock with equal eloquence.

      He adjusted his cufflinks as he surveyed the crowd, automatically cataloging potential clients. The usual suspects were there: wealthy widows seeking arm candy, business executives needing impressive dates, socialites collecting beautiful men like accessories. He'd learned to read them all, to become whoever they needed him to be.

      "The Kandinsky is overpriced."

      The voice came from behind him, cultured and confident. He turned to find a woman studying the painting he'd been pretending to admire. She was striking rather than beautiful—sharp cheekbones, intelligent dark eyes, auburn hair swept into an elegant twist. Her dress was expensive but understated, the kind of wealth that didn't need to announce itself.

      "You think so?" He moved to stand beside her, close enough to catch her perfume—something French and subtle.

      "Definitely. The gallery's banking on his name rather than the quality of this particular piece." She tilted her head, considering the canvas. "It's competent, but it lacks the emotional resonance of his better work. What do you think?"

      Most clients didn't ask his opinion on anything that mattered. They wanted charm, agreement, validation. This woman seemed genuinely interested in his response.

      "I think you're right about the emotional component," he said carefully. "But there's something to be said for technical mastery. Even Kandinsky's lesser works demonstrate an understanding of color and form that most artists never achieve."

      She smiled—the first genuine smile he'd seen all evening. "A diplomatic answer. Are you in the art world?"

      "In a way." The practiced response rolled off his tongue. He'd developed various backstories depending on the client. Tonight he was an art consultant, well-traveled and cultured.

      "Amelia Thornfield." She extended her hand, her grip firm and confident.

      "Jace." He took her hand, noting the absence of wedding rings, the expensive watch, the way she held herself like someone accustomed to being the smartest person in the room.

      "Just Jace?"

      "Just Jace." He'd learned to keep certain mysteries intact.

      They moved through the gallery together, their conversation flowing naturally from technique to theory to personal taste. She challenged his observations, offered her own insights, treated him like an intellectual equal rather than an expensive decoration. It was... refreshing.

      "I have a confession," she said as they paused before a particularly arresting abstract. "I Googled you."

      His blood chilled, but he kept his expression neutral. "Oh?"

      "Jace Morris, art consultant specializing in contemporary acquisitions. Impressive client list." Her smile was playful, conspiratorial. "Don't look so panicked. Your secret's safe with me."

      Relief flooded through him. She'd found his cover identity, not his real work. Sterling & Associates was thorough—all their companions had legitimate-seeming backgrounds that could withstand casual scrutiny.

      "And what did your research reveal about my character?" he asked, matching her playful tone.

      "That you're either very good at what you do, or very good at pretending to be good at what you do." She stepped closer, her voice dropping to a more intimate register. "I'm hoping it's the former."

      The evening continued, but something had shifted. This didn't feel like work anymore. Amelia wasn't treating him like a service provider or a status symbol. She was flirting with him—genuinely, warmly, as if she was attracted to him rather than what he represented.

      When she suggested dinner at a quiet bistro away from the gallery crowd, he should have declined. He was supposed to remain available for other potential clients. But something about her made him ignore his professional instincts.

      Over wine and conversation that ranged from politics to philosophy, he found himself relaxing in ways he hadn't in months. She was brilliant, accomplished—a successful attorney specializing in corporate law, with a penthouse overlooking the river and an art collection that would make museums jealous.

      "You're different than I expected," she said as they shared dessert.

      "Different how?"

      "More real. Most men I meet are either intimidated by my success or trying to compete with it. You're just... present." She reached across the table, her fingers brushing his. "It's rare."

      The touch sent electricity through him. When was the last time someone had touched him outside of a transactional context? When had someone looked at him and seen a person rather than a commodity?

      "I should mention," she said, her voice suddenly uncertain, "I know what you do. For work, I mean."

      His hand stilled under hers. "What do you think I do?"

      "I think you provide companionship to people who can afford it. I think you're very good at making people feel special, feel wanted." Her thumb traced across his knuckles. "But I don't think that's all you are."

      He should have left then. Should have made his excuses and walked away. This was exactly the kind of situation Sterling & Associates warned against—clients who wanted to blur the professional boundaries, who thought they could save him or change him.

      Instead, he found himself leaning forward. "And what do you want from me?"

      "Honestly? I'm not sure." Her laugh was self-deprecating. "I've been alone for a long time. By choice, mostly. My work is demanding, and most men can't handle a woman who makes more money than they do. But you... you don't seem threatened by my success."

      "Why would I be?"

      "Exactly." She squeezed his hand. "I'm not looking for a relationship, if that's what you're worried about. I'm too focused on my career for that kind of complication. But I'd like to see you again. Not as a client, not as a transaction. Just... us."

      Warning bells should have been screaming in his head. This was exactly what he'd been trained to avoid. But looking into her eyes, seeing genuine interest and affection rather than the calculating hunger he was used to, he felt something crack inside his chest.

      "I'd like that too," he heard himself say.

      Her smile was radiant. "Good. I was hoping you'd say that."

      Walking home through the empty streets, Jace replayed the evening in his mind. For the first time in over a year, he'd felt like himself—not a character he was playing, not a fantasy he was fulfilling, but genuinely, authentically himself.

      It was intoxicating. It was dangerous.

      It was exactly what he'd been missing without realizing it.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Building Walls

      

      

      The letter sat on Jace's coffee table like a loaded gun. He’d found it in Amelia’s coat last night, addressed to him. Expensive cream stationery, Amelia's precise handwriting, the corporate letterhead of her father's law firm. He'd read it three times now, each word cutting deeper than the last.

      Regarding the cessation of our personal arrangement...

      Arrangement. As if three months of what he'd thought was genuine connection could be reduced to a business transaction. As if the nights they'd spent talking until dawn, the quiet dinners, the way she'd looked at him like he was worth something—as if all of it had been nothing more than elaborate theater.

      Due to my upcoming engagement to Senator Grant’s son...

      Engaged. She'd been engaged the entire time. To a politician's son whose career would be damaged if his fiancée's dalliance with a high-end escort became public knowledge. The timeline made sickening sense now—her father's careful vetting, the background check that had uncovered his cover identity but somehow missed his real profession. They'd known exactly what he was from the beginning.

      Jace crumpled the letter, his hands shaking with a rage so pure it felt like drowning. But beneath the anger was something worse: shame. He'd broken every rule he'd learned, violated every boundary he'd established. He'd let himself believe he was special, that he was more than what he sold.

      His phone buzzed. A text from Victoria Sterling: Office. Now.

      The ride to Sterling & Associates felt like a funeral procession. Word traveled fast in their insular world, and Jace knew his professional reputation had taken a hit. Personal involvement with clients was the cardinal sin, the one mistake that could end a career in their business.

      Victoria's office was arctic when he entered. She sat behind her mahogany desk like a judge, her silver hair perfectly coiffed, her expression disappointingly neutral.

      "Sit." She didn't look up from the papers spread before her. "The Thornfield situation has been... resolved. Her father's firm sent a very generous donation to our discretionary fund, along with assurances that certain indiscretions will remain private."

      Jace's stomach clenched. "They paid you off."

      "They ensured our mutual discretion." Victoria's eyes were sharp as surgical steel. "What they didn't ensure was your continued employment here."

      The words hit like a physical blow. "Victoria⁠—"

      "You violated the most fundamental rule of this business, Jace. You made it personal. You fell for a client." She leaned back in her chair, studying him like a specimen. "I brought you into this world because you had potential. Intelligence, charm, the ability to become whoever a client needed. But you let emotion compromise your judgment."

      "She told me she cared about me. She said⁠—"

      "She said what you needed to hear to maintain her fantasy." Victoria's voice was clinical, cutting. "Amelia Thornfield is a pragmatist, just like her father. She needed a discreet companion while her fiancé was overseas, someone sophisticated enough to accompany her to social events, attractive enough to make her feel desirable. You fulfilled that role admirably."

      "It wasn't just about companionship. We had a connection⁠—"

      "You had a transaction dressed up as a connection." Victoria stood, moving to the window that overlooked the city. "Do you think you're the first young man to confuse professional intimacy with genuine affection? Do you think she's the first client to blur those lines for her own amusement?"

      Each word was a scalpel, dissecting the illusion he'd constructed around his relationship with Amelia. But Victoria wasn't finished.

      "The truly pathetic part is that you knew better. You've been trained to maintain boundaries, to protect yourself from exactly this scenario. Yet you chose to believe you were different, special. That she saw something in you beyond what she was paying for."

      Jace's hands clenched in his lap. "So what now?"

      "Now you decide who you want to be." Victoria returned to her desk, her movements precise and deliberate. "You can let this destroy you, convince yourself that emotion is weakness and connection is impossibility. You can build walls so high that no one will ever hurt you again—but no one will ever reach you, either."

      She pulled out a thick folder, sliding it across the desk toward him.

      "Or you can learn from this. Accept that what you do is a service, not a relationship. That the boundaries exist to protect both you and your clients. That professional detachment isn't cruelty—it's survival."

      Jace stared at the folder without opening it. "What's this?"

      "A new client. Exclusive arrangement, very generous terms. He specifically requested you, despite recent... complications." Victoria's smile was sharp. "Apparently, word of your availability has spread. There are those who prefer their companions to come with a certain amount of experience in disappointment."

      The folder felt heavy in his hands. Inside were photographs, background information, financial terms that made his previous arrangements look like pocket change. But all he could see was Amelia's handwriting, reducing months of what he'd thought was genuine feeling to a simple business arrangement.

      "Take the weekend to decide," Victoria said, her tone dismissive. "But understand—this is likely your last opportunity to rebuild your reputation in this business. Refuse, and you'll find doors closing very quickly."

      Back in his apartment, Jace sat in the gathering darkness, the folder unopened beside him. The city lights twinkled beyond his window, beautiful and cold and distant. He thought about the young man who'd walked into Richard's hotel room two years ago, nervous and desperate but still believing in the possibility of connection.

      That man was dead now, killed by his own naivety and Amelia's calculated cruelty.

      What rose in his place was something harder, colder, more efficient. Someone who understood that emotion was a luxury he couldn't afford. That trust was a weakness that led only to exploitation. That the only way to survive in this world was to never, ever let anyone matter enough to hurt him.

      He opened the folder, scanning the client details with professional detachment. The money was excellent, the terms clear, the boundaries explicitly defined. No room for misunderstanding, no possibility of emotional entanglement.

      Perfect.

      By the time Monday arrived, Jace had memorized every detail of his new client's preferences, practiced his charming smile in the mirror, and buried every trace of the man who'd believed in genuine connection beneath layers of professional armor.

      The walls he built weren't just high—they were impenetrable.

      At least, he thought they were.
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      What starts as a business arrangement soon turns into something dangerously intimate.

      Rowan Ellington has built an empire from the ground up. In the boardroom, he commands respect. In his personal life, he craves something he can’t admit to wanting—submission. After a failed relationship shattered his trust, he keeps things simple: no emotions, no complications. Just control where he needs it, and surrender where he doesn’t.

      Alex Cross was once a force in the ring, a boxer with a promising career. Now, injuries and financial ruin have left him with only one skill that pays—selling pleasure to men who can afford him. He doesn't get attached, doesn’t blur lines. But when a high-paying client makes a request unlike any other, he finds himself breaking his own rules.

      Neither of them expected a single night to feel like a reckoning. But Rowan isn’t done with Alex—and Alex isn’t sure he wants to walk away.

      Some debts can’t be paid in money.
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      Rowan Ellington had never second-guessed himself. Every move he made was deliberate, calculated, and executed with precision. A deal was a deal, and a contract was a contract. This one was no different.

      The terms were simple. One night. No names. No strings. It wasn't something he did often, but when he did, it had to be done right—controlled, private, predictable. He didn't take risks. He didn't want surprises.

      The request went through the usual channels, discreet and efficient. No personal details. Sometimes a name, but more often than not he’d found he didn’t need to know. Just the essentials: a location, a time, a price that was perhaps a little too high. He hadn't expected an issue. He hadn't expected hesitation. But then, there was a brief pause in the response. A delay that hadn't been there with past arrangements.

      And that was the first thing that unsettled him.

      Alex Cross saw the booking come through and immediately noticed the money. That was the first thing. It was too high for a single night, even for the kind of client who didn't blink at five figures for privacy. It wasn't an accident, not a negotiation tactic. It was intentional.

      And then there was the request itself. Not hesitant. This client was not testing the waters or leaving space for guesswork. He didn't want to dominate. He wanted to be owned.

      Alex had been doing this long enough to know that men with power had all sorts of secrets, and none of them shocked him anymore. The difference was always in the wording, in the way they asked, in what they didn't say as much as they did. Some of them begged without meaning to, even in writing. Some of them made demands like they were still in control, even when they were asking to give it up. But this one—whoever he was—was neither.

      Alex stared at the request longer than he normally would.

      It wasn't the request itself that gave him pause. It was the way it was written, the fact that there was no hesitation in it, no unnecessary explanation, no excuses. The money was high, but it wasn't about the money. The client was serious. Direct. Unapologetic.

      And Alex knew from experience that men who didn't hesitate were the ones who unraveled the fastest.

      Still, it was a job. He had his rules, and for good reason. Those rules kept things simple. He didn't do emotional mess. He didn't get involved. He delivered exactly what was asked for, and nothing more.

      So he accepted the booking.

      Even though he already knew curiosity had burned him before.

      The penthouse suite was exactly what Alex had expected. Neutral, impersonal, and designed for discretion. Floor-to-ceiling windows, expensive but unremarkable furniture, the kind of space that could belong to anyone with money and a preference for privacy. Sometimes, the client chose to remain in the comfort of their own home, but on occasion, the choice of location was handled by the agency instead. They always picked places like this. Somewhere clean. Controlled.

      When Alex entered, his client was already inside.

      He stood near the window, looking out over the city, hands in his pockets, posture straight but not stiff. Waiting, but not impatient. He turned at the sound of the door, his expression unreadable. Not guarded exactly, but closed off in a way that felt carefully distant. Alex had seen it before. The way men like him carried themselves. Everything was calculated. The fit of his suit, the way he moved, the stillness that bordered on unnerving if you looked long enough. A man used to being in control, even now. Especially now.

      There was a flicker of recognition. Alex had seen him somewhere before—in print, not on television. A business section, maybe. A name surfaced, then settled. Rowan. Something finance-adjacent. A firm. Markets. He didn’t linger on it. Recognition changed nothing, and his expression remained smooth, professional, unreadable.

      Alex didn't say anything at first, just stepped further inside, letting the door click shut behind him. He didn't rush, didn't fill the silence too quickly. Some clients needed the illusion of small talk, a moment to ease into things, but he already knew Rowan wasn't one of them.

      "Drink?" Rowan asked, his voice smooth, impassive, like he was making an offer at a business dinner.

      Alex shook his head. "I'm good."

      Rowan nodded once, not looking surprised, and gestured toward the seating area. Alex obliged, dropping onto one of the chairs while Rowan took the one across from him, every movement unhurried. There was a brief pause, like he was deciding where to start. Then⁠—

      "Let's set the terms."

      No hesitation. Straight to business. Alex stopped himself from smiling. Amusement had no place here, at least not yet.

      "Go ahead," Alex said, resting one arm on the chair, letting himself sink into it. This was just another routine job, Alex thought, nothing unusual. Just another man who knew exactly what he wanted.

      Rowan's fingers tapped lightly against the armrest, a rhythm barely there, then stopped. "One night," he said, tone level, rehearsed. "No strings. No surprises."

      Alex tilted his head. "I read the request."

      Rowan's gaze didn't waver. "Then you know what I want."

      "I know what you asked for." Alex let that sit for a second. "Those aren't always the same thing."

      A muscle tightened in Rowan's jaw, a flicker of something there and gone. He didn't answer right away, but he didn't look away either.

      "Boundaries?" Alex prompted, watching him closely now, watching the way his hands stayed steady on the armrest. Controlled. Careful.

      Rowan exhaled a slow, measured breath. "No lasting marks."

      “Safe word?”

      Rowan didn’t miss a beat. “Red,” he said.

      Alex nodded. "No restraints," Rowan continued, voice even. "No blindfolds."

      Another pause.

      Then, quieter, almost an afterthought, "No talking during the... main act."

      Alex let that sit for a beat before responding. "Control thing?"

      Rowan's fingers flexed slightly. "Something like that."

      Alex made a soft, considering sound. "And what do you want?"

      Rowan's lips parted slightly, but he hesitated for the first time, barely a second, before saying, "To be owned."

      That, Alex already knew. That was the easy part. The part Rowan had been able to write down without hesitation. But it wasn't the whole thing.

      "That's not enough," Alex said, leaning forward slightly, elbows on his knees. "You don't just want to submit." He observed Rowan's expression, the way his gaze stayed steady but the tension in his shoulders increased just the slightest bit. "You want to be taken apart."

      Rowan didn't move, didn't break eye contact, but his hands tightened on the armrests. It was a small, involuntary motion, subtle and barely there, but undeniable. That was all the confirmation Alex needed.

      He leaned back, satisfied. "I can do that."

      Rowan exhaled slowly through his nose, jaw tightening as if he were weighing the cost of the words pressing at his tongue. His grip on the chair loosened, then stilled. “I know,” he said at last, quiet but certain. “That’s why I hired you.”

      "It's not enough to want it though," Alex said, his tone casual, like they weren't talking about something that had already tightened Rowan's grip on the chair, already set something off in him that he wasn't sure he could contain if Alex kept pushing. "Say it."

      Rowan took in a slow breath. He wasn't a stranger to control, wasn't unfamiliar with the mechanics of restraint, of holding something in place just enough to function, to be useful, to not let anyone see the cracks. He held Alex's gaze, not quite defiant, but not yielding either.

      "I want to be taken apart." The words were carefully said, but Alex was watching him too closely, watching the way his pulse jumped in his throat, the way his breath came just a little too unstable afterward like he needed to remind himself how to do it.

      Alex let it sit, let Rowan feel it. Then finally, Alex smiled. "Good."

      Alex relaxed against the chair, fingers tapping once, twice, against the leather armrest. His expression didn't change, but something shifted in his posture, something just slightly different in the way he was looking at Rowan now. Assessing. Deciding.

      "Wait."

      Rowan blinked. "What?"

      Alex's mouth twitched, not quite a smile. "Sit there. Be still. Don't move, don't speak. Just wait."

      Rowan frowned, barely, and Alex saw it, saw the way his body tensed slightly like something inside him pulled too tight at the instruction.

      "That's all?" Rowan's voice was even, but something in it felt forced, too precise.

      Alex didn't answer right away. He let the question hang there, unaddressed, irrelevant.

      "Yes."

      Rowan exhaled through his nose. Not irritated, not yet, but something close to resistance, something he probably didn't even realize was there.

      Alex just watched him.

      Rowan sat back, fingers curling against the armrest, then uncurling. The shift in him was subtle, not even visible to someone who didn't know what to look for, but Alex wasn't someone who missed things like that.

      "Relax," Alex said, tone light, but not careless. "You act like I told you to kneel."

      Rowan didn't react, but the tension in his jaw was there, slight, telling. He didn't like this. Not the way he expected to dislike it. That was the thing. Rowan had prepared himself for submission, for the inevitability of it, for the moment control was taken from him in a way he understood, in a way he could anticipate. He hadn't prepared for a command with no purpose, no immediate consequence. A moment he had no control over, no way to steer. No way to predict what happened next.

      He hesitated, but only for a second. Then he did it.

      Sat there. Still.

      Alex waited, watching him breathe, slow, steady, almost too steady. Like he was making himself do it, counting how long to inhale and exhale. Like this was something he had to force.

      The first break.

      It wasn't big, wasn't obvious, wasn't anything Rowan would even acknowledge if Alex pointed it out, but it was there.

      Alex didn't speak right away. He let the moment settle, let Rowan sit in it, feel it.

      Then, finally, he moved.

      "Now, let's begin."
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      Rowan didn't hesitate. He moved with precision, not rushed, not unsure, but intentional in a way that felt rehearsed. This was something he'd done before, something he knew exactly how to step into, no adjustment needed. He knew how this moment was supposed to go. His body knew what it needed to do.

      Alex let him be. For now.

      The room was quiet except for the soft rustle of fabric as Rowan removed his blazer, slipping it from his shoulders in one smooth motion. Then his tie, then his button-up shirt. No hesitation there either. His belt followed, the quiet slide of leather through loops, the sharp click of the buckle as it was undone. He was efficient and methodical, shedding layers the same way he probably did everything else in his life—with control.

      Alex leaned back, watching, gaze unreadable.

      Rowan didn't falter, didn't glance up for approval or direction, just kept moving, bare now from the waist up, his body as controlled as the rest of him, breath steady, expression neutral. This was nothing to him. Not difficult, not a struggle.

      And that was the problem.

      Alex stood slowly, letting the movement fill the silence. Rowan’s fingers had moved to unbutton his slacks, but Alex's voice stopped him.

      "Slow down."

      Rowan paused, hands resting on his waistband. His gaze lifted, questioning but not resistant. He was waiting.

      Alex stepped closer, tilting his head slightly. "You're good at this."

      Rowan didn't respond, but his mouth pressed together just slightly, a flicker of something unreadable in his eyes.

      "That's not a compliment," Alex continued. "It's an observation."

      A pause. Then, "Is that a problem?"

      Alex let the question sit between them, watching the way Rowan didn't shift, didn't react, just stayed there, waiting, composed. He had to give him credit for that. Even under scrutiny, even with Alex pushing, he held himself together with an ease that felt almost natural, though both of them knew it wasn’t.

      "Maybe," Alex said finally, his voice quiet, thoughtful. "Depends on why you're so good at it."

      Rowan's fingers tightened slightly against the fabric at his waist.

      "Tell me something," Alex said, stepping into Rowan's space but not touching him, not yet. Just close enough that they could barely feel the warmth of each other in the air between them. "When's the last time you did this without knowing exactly how it was supposed to go?"

      Rowan's jaw tensed, just for a second. Then it was gone, smoothed over like it had never been there.

      "I don't understand the question."

      Alex almost smiled. "Yeah, you do."

      Rowan inhaled, slow, measured. He was still holding his slacks up, still waiting for Alex's next move, but Alex didn't give him one. Not yet.

      Instead, he reached out, taking Rowan's wrists, moving them away, letting the fabric fall low on his hips loosely. Rowan didn't resist, but Alex felt the tightness in his body, felt the way he didn't fully let go, the way he was still holding on.

      "You're following the steps." Alex kept his grip light but firm. "Doing what you think you should. But I don't care about that."

      Rowan swallowed, barely perceptible, but Alex noticed that too. He noticed everything.

      "Tell me what you need."

      Rowan's throat moved, as if he was about to reply, but his mouth didn't open.

      Alex didn't push. He let Rowan ponder the question, the expectation, the demand. He was used to control, used to structure. That much had been obvious from the moment Alex received the booking notification, but he wasn't offering either of those things right now. He was offering something else.

      A choice.

      Rowan exhaled. "I don't know."

      Alex's grip on his wrist tightened slightly, just enough to ground him. Just enough to make sure he felt it, and that he knew who was in charge, in control.

      "Good," Alex murmured. "Now we're getting somewhere."

      Rowan's fingers twitched just slightly, enough that Alex could feel it, the pressure, the tension. Not resistance, not exactly. Just control. The same control he'd walked in with, the same control he was holding onto now, even as Alex pushed, even as Alex refused to let him slip into whatever routine he thought would keep him safe.

      Safe. Interesting word.

      Alex raised one of his hands, thumb pressing just below Rowan's jaw, tilting his face up until their eyes met.

      Rowan didn't look away, but he didn't lean in either.

      "This isn't just about control," Alex said, softer this time, but not letting up. "You need more than that."

      Rowan's breath caught, barely audible, but Alex took notice. He felt it, just under his palm, the way his throat moved, the way his shoulders held just a fraction tighter before forcing themselves to relax again.

      "I follow the rules," Rowan said finally. There was a strain in his voice, and Alex felt oddly proud of that fact. "That's the arrangement."

      Alex hummed, low in his throat. "That's one arrangement."

      Rowan's brow twitched, but he didn't ask. Not out loud.

      Alex dragged his thumb slowly along the hinge of Rowan's jaw, watching the way the man barely reacted except for the way his fingers curled slightly at his sides, the way his breathing had changed, no longer as smooth as before.

      "You think that's what I want?" Alex asked, tilting his head slightly. "Someone who just follows the rules?"

      Rowan exhaled slowly. "I think that's what you agreed to."

      Alex almost smiled. "That's not an answer."

      Silence stretched between them. Rowan wasn't breaking, not yet, but it was clear to Alex that something that had cracked in him, even if just a little.

      Alex let his fingers tighten slightly, not squeezing, not rough, but making sure Rowan felt it, making sure he was here, not retreating, not slipping into autopilot. "You think if you play this right, you can keep it easy," he said, voice low, measured. "Just another exchange, just another transaction."

      Rowan's jaw tensed under Alex's grip.

      "But that's not how this works," Alex murmured, watching him, watching every breath, every shift of expression, every piece of Rowan that wasn't quite as composed as he wanted to be.

      Rowan swallowed—one more tell among several now, of small, involuntary betrayals stacking up despite his control. Alex felt it then, the slow unraveling beneath the composure, subtle but inevitable. And he wasn’t about to let that go.

      Alex leaned in, just a little, letting their space tighten, his presence pressing in against that careful restraint Rowan was still clinging to.

      "Tell me I'm wrong," Alex said, voice quiet but steady.

      Rowan stayed silent.

      Alex let the moment stretch, let the weight of it settle between them. He wanted to see how long Rowan could hold it, how long he could keep himself together before something cracked just a little more.

      He didn’t usually do this with clients. He rarely pushed past what the booking details outlined, never pried or tested beyond the agreed terms. But there was something about Rowan that made him linger, something that made him want to see just how far he could go. He couldn’t stop himself.

      Rowan exhaled, shaky enough for it to be obvious, breaking the silence, breaking whatever distance he was trying to maintain.

      "Why does it matter?" he asked finally.

      Alex's lips twitched, amusement flickering there, but he didn't pull away. He didn't dare give Rowan room to escape whatever this was. "Because I don't waste my time," he said simply. "And you're wasting yours asking for simple things when you know you need more."

      Rowan stiffened. Then, for the first time, he actually looked away.

      Alex let his grip slide, fingers ghosting down Rowan's throat, feeling the pulse there, the way it had quickened even though Rowan was doing everything in his power to keep himself steady.

      "Say it," Alex murmured.

      Rowan's fingers twitched again at his sides. "Say what?"

      "That you want more than control."

      Rowan didn't answer. But that lack of response told Alex everything.

      Alex didn't let go, not completely, but he eased back just enough to watch Rowan's face, to give him space to either answer or keep running in circles around himself. Of course Rowan was used to control. But it wasn't just control for control's sake. It wasn't about some neat, predictable arrangement where all the rules were direct and the roles were clear. No, there was something else, something sharper beneath it, something that made Alex take a slow breath, just to make sure he was still the one leading this.

      Rowan still hadn't said it. Not directly. But Alex didn't need him to. He already knew.

      The air between them had thickened into something more precarious. Alex was the one calling the shots here, but there was something about the way Rowan reacted to him that made everything feel less simple than it should have been. Rowan was listening, was obeying, giving Alex exactly what he wanted—but there was something in his compliance that turned it into something else. Something that made Alex feel like maybe he was the one being caught off guard.

      He'd had clients who wanted submission before, men who wanted to be owned for a night, to give up control and feel nothing but the press of someone else's hands guiding them. It had never thrown him. It had never felt anything other than expected. But Rowan... Rowan wasn't giving up anything. He was simply pretending. Allowing things to happen. And that was different.

      Alex's thumb traced one last slow drag across Rowan's jaw before he finally let his hand drop, but he didn't step back.

      "You're waiting for something," Alex noted. He watched the shift in Rowan's expression, the way he kept himself steady but not too still, not frozen. He moved just enough to seem natural, just enough to avoid looking like he was holding his breath.

      Rowan's gaze met his, dark, unreadable. "I already told you," he said. "I follow the rules."

      Alex let the corner of his mouth twitch, just barely. "And who does that serve? Me? You?"

      Rowan's fingers curled in a small, restrained motion.

      Alex tilted his head slightly, still watching. "You act like you're giving something up," he murmured, "but you like this. You want this."

      Rowan exhaled, slow and even, but Alex saw the way his throat moved, the way his pulse betrayed him even when the rest of him was still trying to keep himself in check.

      "You wouldn't be here if you didn't," Alex pressed, voice quiet but sure.

      Rowan's jaw shifted, just barely. "You think you have me figured out?"

      Alex considered that for a moment. There was a part of him that wanted to say yes, that wanted to believe he already knew exactly what this was, what Rowan wanted, what he needed. But there was another part—one that had been tugging at him ever since he laid eyes on him—that wasn't so sure.

      "Not really," Alex admitted, watching the way that landed, the way something unreadable passed through Rowan's expression before it was gone again. “Not yet.”

      For a second, neither of them spoke.

      "You don't like not knowing," Rowan said after a beat. His voice was quieter now, like something in him had settled. Like he’d finally started to understand the game Alex was playing, and he was ready to join him.

      Alex's lips pressed together, just slightly.

      Rowan's gaze didn't waver. "You prefer things to be obvious. Easy."

      Alex let out a slow breath through his nose. "I prefer to know what I'm working with."

      Rowan's mouth twitched, just barely. "And if I don't make that easy for you?"

      Alex felt something pulse low in his stomach, something close to amusement but not quite. If Rowan wasn’t going to make it easy for him, then he would simply return the favor.

      "Then I guess we'll see who lasts longer."

      Rowan's eyes darkened, just slightly.

      Alex had been the one in control since the moment they walked into this room. But for the first time in a long time, he wasn't entirely sure if he was the one pulling the strings—or if he was being drawn in, one slow, careful step at a time.
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      The night had moved past words and tests. Clothes had been discarded, hands explored, boundaries pushed and met, and finally, they had crossed the line from conversation into flesh and heat. Rowan had surrendered just enough for Alex to guide him, just enough to reveal the edges of his control, but not completely. No talking during the main act, Rowan had said. By the time it was over, the air between them was thick with the residue of everything they had shared—breathless, messy, and undeniably intimate.

      Alex saw the truth.

      Rowan didn't move too quickly. He never did, not even then, not even as he pulled himself back together with that same careful precision, his fingers steady as they fastened buttons, smoothed fabric, and restored order. But Alex watched the way his shoulders held a little too much tension, the way his breathing was measured but not quite natural like he was regulating it instead of letting it happen on its own. He had done this before, Alex knew. He had walked out of rooms just like that one, out of situations just like that, wearing that same unreadable expression. But something was different here.

      Rowan wasn’t satisfied. Not in the way the rest of Alex’s clients were after a shared night.

      "Something wrong?" Alex asked, casual, knowing.

      Rowan's expression didn't so much as change. "No."

      A good liar. A practiced one. But not good enough.

      Alex didn't say anything right away. He just watched, waiting, giving Rowan the space to either fill the silence or leave it hanging between them. Rowan finished with his cufflinks, straightened them, and sighed.

      "Was it not what you wanted?" Alex finally asked, voice even, not pushing, but not letting it go either.

      Rowan gave him a look. Not quite irritation, not quite amusement. "I was very clear about what I wanted."

      "You were," Alex agreed, taking a step closer, enough that the space between them was intentional then, enough that Rowan would have had to move away if he wanted distance. He didn't.

      Alex studied him for another long moment. Then, quieter, he continued. "Then why do you look like that?"

      "I don't look like anything."

      Alex tilted his head slightly. "You look like someone who was expecting to feel better. But you’re not surprised that you aren’t. Feeling better, I mean."

      Rowan let out a quiet breath through his nose, not quite a sigh, not quite anything at all. His gaze shifted, and for a second, Alex saw something—something sharp, something unguarded—but then it was gone, smoothed over into something calmer, more controlled.

      "I told you," Rowan said, voice steady, "this was a transaction. It's done."

      But it didn't feel done. Not in the way it should.

      Alex considered that, watching the way Rowan kept his stance relaxed, the way his fingers were still. Controlled. Careful.

      And maybe that was the problem.

      "Did you think it would be different?"

      Rowan didn't answer right away. He smoothed over a nonexistent wrinkle on the front of his shirt, then finally met Alex's eyes again, something unreadable behind the calm.

      "I knew exactly what it would be," he said. "I got what I wanted."

      It should have been the end of the conversation. It should have been the part where Rowan finished getting dressed, handed over the payment, and walked out of the room. But he didn't. He stood there, still as a statue, and Alex watched him, waited.

      "So why do you still look like you're waiting for something?"

      Rowan's throat moved. Barely.

      Alex watched the way his jaw tensed, the way his fingers twitched like he was about to adjust his cuffs but stopped himself. It was small. Almost imperceptible. But Alex noticed.

      "Don't make this something it's not," Rowan said, and there was something in his voice that was almost firm, almost dismissive, but not quite.

      Alex's lips pressed together, not quite a smile, but close.

      "I'm not," he said. "You are."

      Rowan didn't respond. He just finished straightening his collar, checked his reflection in the mirror, and smoothed his expression into something composed, impenetrable. Reaching into his jacket, he placed an envelope on the table. Then, without another word, he stepped toward the door.

      Alex let him.

      But he didn't take his eyes off him as he went.

      Rowan left without looking back. At least, that was how it looked. He stepped into the elevator and didn't so much as hesitate for half a second, even though Alex knew something was still there, something lingering under his skin. But he knew by now that Rowan was good at that—good at pretending, at moving forward, locking things away so neatly that most people would never even think to question if there was something beneath it all. Alex wasn't most people.

      The elevator doors closed. Rowan disappeared.

      Alex exhaled. Then he turned and started clearing the room, methodical and precise. Payment pocketed, sheets pulled, surfaces wiped down, the same routine he had done a hundred times before. He knew he didn’t have to; there were cleaners that could do this, but he enjoyed the task. Normally, by the time he was finished, his mind was already on something else—on the next appointment, on a drink, on what he was going to do with the rest of his night. Normally, clients didn't linger. But Rowan wasn't most clients.

      Alex told himself he would stop thinking about it as soon as he left the building.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Rowan stepped into the night air, and for a second, he breathed in like it might settle the storm inside him. It didn't.

      The city was alive around him despite the late hour, following the same rhythm as always—cars moving, lights changing, people walking past with their own lives, their own problems. It was grounding in a way, familiar. He moved through it without thinking, without slowing, his body falling into the pattern of control that had always kept him steady. If anyone had looked at him, they would have seen exactly what he wanted them to see: a man, untouched, composed, indifferent. But something felt off.

      He told himself it was just physical. Alex was good, Rowan had to admit. He knew what he was doing. Rowan had experienced a new sensation, a shift in dynamic, something his body hadn't experienced before. But it was just a chemical reaction. That was all.

      But when he stepped into his penthouse, into the silence that had always been comfortable, always been his, he felt it. The thinness of it all.

      He shrugged out of his blazer, draped it over the chair, unbuttoned his sleeves. Rolled them up, smooth, careful. He moved through the space with the same efficiency he always did, but there was something almost mechanical about it then, like his body was moving faster than his mind could catch up. He should have taken a shower. Should have eaten something. Should have gone to sleep.

      Instead, he stood in the middle of his living room, looking at nothing. His hands rested against the back of the chair where he'd draped his blazer, fingers pressing into the fabric. The silence was thin around him, stretched too tight, the usual comfort of it nowhere to be found. He rolled his sleeves up, smooth, careful, his movements precise because precision was easy, precision was familiar, but none of it changed the fact that he still felt⁠—

      No.

      He exhaled, slow and deep, and forced himself into motion, because standing still was the quickest way to get stuck, and he wasn't going to let that happen. The night had ended. He had gotten exactly what he wanted. There was no reason to think about it any longer.

      So he did what he always did. Went through the motions. Walked into his bedroom, changed into something more comfortable, and turned the lights off in sequence as he moved through the space, the rhythm of it ingrained, automatic. It should have worked. It always worked. But when he sat on the edge of his bed, when he leaned forward and pressed the heels of his hands against his eyes, he could still feel Alex's hands on him, steady, controlled, giving nothing away yet taking everything.

      Rowan's jaw tightened.

      It was just a physiological response, that was all. An unfamiliar experience, something outside his usual parameters. It was nothing. But when he laid down, when he closed his eyes, he could still hear Alex's voice, even though it had been normal, unremarkable even. Nothing about it should have stuck. But it had. He turned onto his side, exhaled again, slower this time, and forced himself to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      Alex didn't usually drink after a job.

      Not because of any rule, not because he thought it was unprofessional—just because it had never felt necessary. Clients didn't get under his skin. He did what he did, and then he moved on.

      But now, he was at the hotel bar downstairs, sitting with a whiskey he had barely touched, his fingers resting against the glass, his eyes unfocused.

      Rowan had been controlled. Too controlled. Alex had had clients who wanted to be owned for a night, who wanted to give up control, to surrender completely. But they had always done it with a kind of desperation, a kind of relief. Rowan hadn't been desperate. He hadn't been relieved. He had given in, but there had been something sharp beneath it, something calculating, something that almost felt like he had been testing himself.

      Alex lifted the whiskey to his lips and took a slow sip.

      He should have forgotten about it. It was just another job, just another night. It didn't matter how Rowan had looked at him, or how he had walked away like he was still waiting for something to settle despite not looking back. It didn't matter that Alex had caught something in his eyes, something quick, something that had looked almost vulnerable.

      Alex exhaled, set the glass down, and pressed his fingers against his temple.

      He really should have let it go.

      Instead, he sat with it.
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      The next morning, Alex woke up later than usual. He splashed cold water over his face, letting it shock him fully awake, then moved through his routine: a quick shower, a simple breakfast, coffee brewing while he checked messages on his phone. Each motion was unhurried, just the way he liked it—small anchors to keep the morning orderly, to keep himself present before the rest of the day took hold.

      But then he saw it.

      Alex stared at the notification for a long moment, fingers resting against the fresh coffee he'd poured into a ceramic mug just minutes before. He didn’t know whether the name on the screen should’ve surprised him.

      Rowan Ellington.

      He could have predicted this. People like Rowan, people who thought they were above being affected, who thought they were in control of everything, always ended up circling back. Not always this quickly. Not always the next goddamn day. But Alex had been expecting it in some form or another, eventually.

      He lifted his mug, took a slow sip, and set it down again.

      The request was simple, almost identical to the first one he received. No additional note, no attempt to add anything unnecessary. Just a time, a place, and the same precision Rowan carried in everything he did.

      Alex tapped his fingers against the side of the ceramic, contemplating.

      It wasn't about pleasure. That much was obvious. The first time hadn't been about that either, not really. Rowan had been holding himself back, and Alex had known, even at the moment, that he wasn't giving in so much as he was testing himself, pushing against something unseen. And now, apparently, he'd decided that once hadn't been enough.

      Alex read through the booking details again.

      There were a dozen ways this could go. He'd seen it before. Some clients booked a second time because they wanted to prove something to themselves, prove that it hadn't been anything. That it had just been a service, just an exchange, a moment of detachment they could walk away from unaffected. Others booked a second time because they couldn't quite let go of something, even if they didn't know what that something was yet.

      Alex wasn't sure which category Rowan fell into.

      But he was interested in finding out.

      He lifted his phone and replied with a confirmation email.

      Then he set it face-down on the table and took another slow sip of his coffee, letting the morning stretch around him, waiting to see just how far this was going to go.
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        * * *

      

      Rowan sat at his desk, staring at the confirmation email longer than necessary, his fingers still resting on the trackpad like he might change his mind. But he didn't. The moment the request had been approved, it was final. He didn't second-guess decisions once they were made. That was the rule.

      He told himself it was about consistency. He liked structure, predictability, and knowing what to expect. If he was going to put himself in that position again—if he was going to let someone else dictate the terms of his body, even for a short time—it needed to be someone who already understood the boundaries. It wasn't personal. It wasn't because Alex's voice still lingered in his thoughts, the feel of his hands still pressed against his skin in places that hadn't felt real touch in years. It wasn't because, when he closed his eyes, he could still feel the heat of him.

      It definitely wasn't that.

      And yet, his fingers curled against the wood of his desk, tension winding through his body in a way he wasn't used to feeling outside of boardrooms or business meetings.
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        * * *

      

      The penthouse was the same, but the energy was different.

      Rowan had been controlled last time. Guarded. Even when he let Alex take what he wanted, it had been careful, measured, something he had allowed. But now, as he stood near the floor-to-ceiling windows with his hands in his pockets, the muscles in his jaw tight, there was something else underneath it. A quiet restlessness. An unspoken acknowledgment.

      Alex shrugged off his coat and draped it over the nearest couch. “You booked me again."

      Rowan's gaze didn't shift. "I don't like variety."

      Alex let the silence stretch, let the weight of the moment settle in. "That what you're telling yourself?"

      Rowan's jaw ticked as he turned his head just the slightest bit and looked away. "I like control. You know that. I don't see the point in getting someone else when you already know the rules."

      With a slow nod, Alex took a step closer. He watched Rowan, reading every little shift in his body. "And here I thought you just liked getting on your knees for me."

      Rowan's breath pulled in sharp, his fingers twitching at his sides. "You're making a lot of assumptions."

      "You're making a lot of excuses," Alex countered, calm, easy. "This isn’t your first time. You could've booked anyone you’ve had before, but you booked me. And I think we both know why."

      Rowan turned then, meeting his eyes, but there was an odd sort of tension in his stance, something wound up too tight beneath his skin. Alex recognized it. That moment before a man cracked open, before he let something slip that he couldn't take back.

      But Rowan didn't slip.

      "You're here to do a job," he said, voice steady, hands loose at his sides even though his shoulders were too stiff to make it look natural. "So do it."

      Alex exhaled a quiet laugh, but there was no humor in it, just something dark and knowing. "Yeah," he murmured, stepping in close enough that Rowan either had to hold his ground or move back, and of course, Rowan never moved back. "I'll do my job. But we both know this isn't just a transaction for you anymore."

      Rowan didn't respond. But when Alex reached for him, curling fingers around the back of his neck, feeling the heat of his skin beneath the collar of his shirt, the tension in him didn't harden—it cracked.

      And Alex knew he had him.

      Rowan didn't move. He didn't pull away. Didn't challenge the grip on his neck or try to reassert the control he so clearly lived his life by. Alex could feel the tension thrumming beneath his skin, the instinct to resist just because—to not let anyone see him, hold him like this—but it never came. Instead, there was a slight shift, barely recognizable, a breath that was shakier than it should have been.

      "See?" Alex said, fingers tightening, just enough to let him feel it. "You act like this is just a deal, but your body tells a different story."

      Rowan's mouth pressed into a line. "You're overanalyzing."

      “No.” Alex laughed under his breath, low and knowing. "No. I'm reading you. And you hate that, don't you?"

      Rowan's breath pulled in sharper, his hands clenching at his sides, but he still didn't pull away.

      "But you hate control even more," Alex murmured, tilting his head slightly, studying him, pushing just a little further, just enough to see where the cracks would start to show. "And you hate that you love giving it up."

      "I don't love anything."

      Alex made a small sound in the back of his throat, something between amusement and disbelief. "Bullshit."

      He let go of Rowan's neck, stepping back to take a seat on the armchair behind him. He let the absence of pressure sink in, let Rowan feel the way his body responded to it, how his breath came just a fraction faster than before.

      "Get on your knees," Alex said, voice quieter now, but still edged with command.

      Rowan didn't move at first, just held his gaze like he was deciding how much he was willing to admit—to himself, to Alex, to the room. But Alex saw the way his fingers twitched again, the way his throat moved when he swallowed, the way his body knew what it wanted before his mind could talk him out of it. Rowan exhaled sharply through his nose. Slowly, carefully, he sank to his knees. Not because he'd been forced. Not because he'd been broken down. But because he had chosen to.

      And that was what made it real.

      "Why does this work for you?" Alex asked, looking down at him.

      Rowan's gaze flickered, just briefly, before he forced himself to hold Alex's eyes. "I told you," he said, voice steady, like Alex hadn't just caught him in something unguarded. "I like structure."

      “Structure.” Alex made a quiet sound, unimpressed. "Not submission?"

      Rowan's jaw clenched. "There's a difference."

      Alex reached out, fingers brushing along the edge of Rowan's jaw, just barely touching. "Then tell me," he said softly. "Tell me what the difference is."

      Rowan's breath came a little harder now, his pulse visible against the line of his throat.

      "I don’t know," he admitted, so quietly Alex barely caught it.

      Alex didn't move. Didn't say anything. Just let it hang there. Let Rowan sit in the admission, let him feel what it meant to say it out loud.

      He wasn't just giving Alex control. He trusted him with it.

      And Alex knew how dangerous that was.

      "Honesty," Alex said, his hand moving to brush away stray hair that had fallen over Rowan’s forehead. "Good. Let's finally stop pretending this is just a transaction."

      Rowan didn't argue.

      He didn't move either. He stayed exactly where he was, which—considering how meticulous he was about immediately putting himself back together—was the first thing Alex noticed. The second was the way his fingers twitched at his sides, the smallest motion like he wanted to reach for something but didn't know what.

      Alex sat back, watching him. He wasn't going to say something just to fill the silence that blanketed them. Wasn't going to make this easier for Rowan if he didn't even know what he wanted from it.

      Eventually, Rowan exhaled. "You're staring."

      Alex shrugged, deliberately unbothered. "So are you."

      Rowan's mouth pressed into something close to a smirk, but it didn't quite land, not with the way his shoulders were still too loose, too unguarded. "Maybe I like the view."

      Alex huffed a laugh, low and amused. Finally, a spark of something other than restraint. "Bullshit."

      Rowan's fingers twitched again. Alex's gaze flicked down, then back up. Rowan noticed. He froze as if caught in something he hadn't meant to reveal. It was amusing, considering that the twitch was one of his easiest tells. For a second, Alex thought he'd brush it off, smooth it over with that perfect, polished indifference he always tried to hold onto.

      But he didn't.

      Instead, he let out another breath, slower this time. "It's not—" He hesitated, just a fraction of a second, just long enough for Alex to know he was thinking about what he was going to say. "It's nothing."

      Alex hummed, unconvinced. "Okay."

      Rowan's jaw tightened. "It is."

      Alex just looked at him. Not challenging. Not pushing. Just waiting.

      It worked.

      Rowan shifted, rolling his shoulders, stretching his fingers before finally, reluctantly, moving to pull himself back together. He was slower about it this time, not as precise, not as mechanical.

      Alex could have left it at that. He should have.

      Instead, he reached out, his fingers brushing over Rowan's jaw again, not firm, not in control—just touching.

      Rowan's breath hitched.

      His eyes flickered shut, lashes dark against his skin, and Alex felt the way his muscles went still under his fingers, like he wasn't sure if he should pull away or lean in.

      Neither of them spoke.

      The room was quiet except for their breathing, except for the faintest, almost imperceptible tension still humming between them, something neither of them had acknowledged but both of them had already felt.

      Alex dropped his hand first.

      Rowan opened his eyes a moment later, gaze steady but unreadable, like he was already tucking the moment away in the back of his mind so that he didn't have to look at it too closely.

      But they both knew.

      This wasn't just an arrangement anymore.
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      Alex had spent years sticking to the rules. That was how he'd survived in this business, how he'd kept his head clear, his life simple. No feelings, no personal connections, no lingering thoughts about a client after the night ended. Take the job, do what was expected, walk away. The formula worked.

      Except now, it didn't.

      He wasn't even surprised when the next request came in. The same money, the same hotel, the same level of precision in the details. Nothing out of the ordinary. But when he stepped inside the suite this time, he felt it immediately.

      Something was different.

      Rowan stood near the bar, his jacket off, shirt unbuttoned just enough to give the impression of ease, but Alex knew better. Rowan always presented himself in a way that was proper. Alex knew this casual display was intentional. Knew Rowan calculated every move, every glance, every pause.

      Alex shut the door behind him. "We doing this or not?"

      Rowan didn't answer right away. He reached for the bottle of whiskey instead, tilting it just enough to pour a slow, steady stream of amber into a glass. Then he poured a second one.

      A silent offer.

      Alex didn’t move.

      Rowan arched a brow. "It's just a drink."

      He nudged one of the glasses closer to Alex, then took a sip from his own. "You don't have to take it."

      Alex exhaled, slow. If he was smart, he'd ignore it. Keep the lines exactly where they were supposed to be.

      But he wasn't sure those lines existed anymore.

      So he moved toward the bar, sat on the stool next to Rowan, and took a sip of his whiskey.

      Rowan didn't say anything. He just watched him for a second, then leaned back against the counter, the space between them small but not accidental.

      Alex took another sip. Let the silence stretch between them, weighty, charged.

      "Busy week?" Rowan asked eventually, his voice smooth, casual.

      Alex huffed out a laugh. "You don't actually want to know."

      Rowan smirked. "Probably not."

      Alex studied him, trying to read the sudden ease in Rowan’s tone, the way he lingered on the small talk as if testing the waters. It didn’t make sense. Rowan didn’t do this. He never opened up, never let anyone in like this, at least not casually. Was he playing some kind of game? Or was this… real? Alex couldn’t tell. His attempts at pushing, probing, teasing—did they actually work, or was Rowan simply letting him see something he wasn’t supposed to?

      Eventually, he turned the glass between his fingers, watching the way the liquid caught the light. "You always do this?"

      Rowan tilted his head slightly. "Do what?"

      "Make small talk. Make things complicated."

      Rowan didn't flinch. Didn't look away. "Do you always follow the rules?"

      "You already know the answer," Alex replied.

      Rowan smiled, just barely.

      Alex realized this was the first time he ever saw Rowan with an expression like that. A smile. But Alex knew better than to let this be anything more than what it was.

      Yet that was exactly the problem. He wasn't sure what it was anymore.

      Rowan took another sip from his glass, his gaze unwavering, that same unreadable expression that never quite reached his eyes. Alex had seen him like this before—detached, controlled, like he was always three steps ahead of everyone else in the room. It wasn't his business to care, wasn't his place to notice, but he did.

      And then Rowan spoke.

      "How long have you been doing this?"

      Alex blinked. "You don't actually want to know."

      Rowan smirked faintly, the kind of expression that didn't mean much but also meant too much, because it wasn't something he did. The concept of Rowan Ellington smirking was foreign. "That's the second time you've said that."

      Alex exhaled through his nose, shaking his head slightly. "Because it's true."

      Rowan didn't push, didn't argue. Just took another sip, slow, deliberate. "You always this difficult?"

      Alex let out a short laugh, leaning back in his chair. "I don’t recall you being this chatty."

      Rowan's smirk deepened, just a little, but he didn't answer. Instead, he studied Alex, assessing, measuring, like he was trying to figure out what exactly made him different. Why he hadn't already left. Why Rowan hadn't told him to.

      Alex should have kept it simple. He was good at that. But for some reason, he didn't.

      "You don't talk much to people like me, do you?" Alex said.

      Rowan tilted his head slightly, that calculating sharpness never leaving his face. "People like what?"

      Alex gestured vaguely. "People who aren't... who don’t mean anything to you. People you pay."

      Rowan didn't react, not really, but something in the air shifted, something subtle but impossible to ignore. A barely there flicker of something—amusement, or maybe curiosity.

      "Is that what you think?" Rowan asked, voice smooth, unreadable.

      Alex held his gaze. "Isn't it true?"

      Rowan didn't answer immediately. He glanced at his glass, as if considering whether or not to keep drinking, then set it down carefully.

      "You don't have to stay," he said eventually. The words were casual, neutral, but there was something underneath them, something not quite as indifferent as he wanted it to be.

      Alex tilted his head, watching him. "Do you want me to leave?"

      Rowan didn't answer.

      But he also didn't get up.

      And neither did Alex.

      The air between them thickened, unspoken things pressing at the edges, but neither of them dared acknowledge it.

      Rowan released a slow breath. "You ask too many questions."

      Alex smirked. "You hate that?"

      Rowan didn't smile, but his expression shifted just enough to make it clear he didn't. Not really.

      Alex didn't know what this was.

      But he knew it wasn't nothing.

      And yet, they sat there, saying nothing, letting the silence stretch out between them like it wasn't a problem, like it wasn't the kind of thing that could unravel everything if either of them let it. It should have been a mistake, should have been the kind of moment that passed quickly, something easy to ignore once the door closed behind them. But it didn't pass. It settled, slow and heavy, shifting into something that felt less like a misstep and more like something neither of them wanted to admit had been coming for a while.

      Rowan was the one who moved first.

      He was slow, hesitant. Like he wasn't sure if he was making the right choice but wasn't willing to stop himself either. It was nothing like the man Alex had come to know—the one who was always in control, who never let his expression slip, who never gave more than he meant to.

      Alex didn't move away.

      Rowan's mouth brushed against his, tentative, not at all the way Alex expected him to kiss—not commanding, not a game of power, not something meant to prove a point. Just the simple press of lips, slow and uncertain, as if he was testing the moment to see if it would hold.

      Alex made a sound against his mouth, something low, something he didn't mean to let slip, and then it wasn't tentative anymore. Rowan's hand was on him, fingers curling at his jaw, pulling him closer like he'd made up his mind, like he wasn't going to let himself hesitate again.

      Alex let himself sink into it, let his own hands settle against Rowan's waist, let the kiss pull him deeper, even though he knew exactly how bad of an idea it was.

      Rowan's grip tightened, like he was trying to hold onto something that was already slipping. Alex knew that feeling, knew it too well, but he kissed him anyway, let himself fall into it, let himself want.

      It was stupid.

      But it wasn't something he could stop.

      Rowan pulled back just enough to breathe, but he didn't let go, didn't put distance between them, and that was the problem.

      This was never part of the job details.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            SIX

          

          
            TIPPING POINT

          

        

      

    

    
      Rowan knew this would happen.

      He knew it from the beginning, from the moment Alex walked in with that quiet, self-assured presence, like he already understood exactly how this would play out, like he wasn't the least bit intimidated by the power imbalance between them. He knew it from the way Alex met his eyes without hesitation, the way he never showed any doubt when he was giving orders, the way he made everything feel a little off-balance in a way Rowan couldn't quite control.

      He should have ended it after the first night. Should have walked away, cut the arrangement clean, like he'd done with every other escort before him. It would have been easy. A simple message. A final payment. A closed door.

      But he hadn't.

      And now, everything was tangled.

      It wasn't just the sex, though that should have been the only thing that mattered. It was the way Alex looked at him in the quiet moments, the way he didn't fawn or flatter or play the part the way he was supposed to. It was the way he spoke, sharp and precise, like he was sifting through every carefully constructed piece of Rowan's world and cataloging all the cracks. He saw too much, and Rowan hated that. He hated that Alex could pull him out of himself so easily, could turn something that was supposed to be transactional into something that wasn't.

      He could feel himself slipping.

      So he did the only thing he could—he started shutting down. Less contact. Less talking. Stripping it back to what it was supposed to be. A service. A business arrangement. Something clean, something he could manage. And for a while, it almost worked. Almost.

      The only problem? Alex wasn't stupid.

      He saw it happening before Rowan even said the words. The shift in energy, the way the air between them started to cool. Just when he’d finally gotten Rowan to loosen up, the man suddenly started building walls higher than before.

      Alex was thinking about that tonight as he watched Rowan uncap the bottle of whiskey on the coffee table.

      Rowan didn't look at him when he spoke, just poured himself a fresh drink, casual, unaffected. Or pretending to be.

      "Whatever this was," Rowan said, voice measured, "it's done."

      Alex leaned back in his chair with a slow exhale, stretching his legs out in front of him. "You think you're convincing?"

      Rowan didn't react. His grip on the glass was loose, posture effortless. But there was something in his eyes, something sharp and unspoken. A hesitation. Small, almost imperceptible. But Alex noticed. He always did.

      Alex didn’t say anything more, simply waiting to see if Rowan would break the silence. When he didn't, Alex shook his head, jaw tight. "You don't want this to be more than a transaction, fine. But don't insult me by pretending it wasn't already more."

      Rowan's expression didn't change. Didn't crack. "I paid you for a service. That's it."

      Alex didn't even blink. "Bullshit."

      Rowan set his glass down carefully, deliberately. "You're making this into something it isn't."

      Alex laughed, quiet and humorless. "And what is it, Rowan?"

      Silence.

      Not the kind that felt empty, but the kind that held. This was the first time one of them had spoken the other’s name out loud. That fact sat heavy between them, pressing in on the walls, settling into the spaces they hadn't been willing to name. Rowan's jaw was tight, his posture controlled, but Alex could see the tension in the line of his shoulders, the way his fingers pressed against his thigh like he was holding something in place.

      That was all the answer Alex needed.

      He exhaled, shaking his head. "Right."

      Rowan was already pulling back, already retreating behind those carefully constructed walls, shutting the door in Alex's face without physically moving. And Alex wasn't going to beg. He wasn't going to fight for something Rowan had already decided he didn't want.

      So he stepped back.

      Rowan told himself this was what he wanted. That pushing Alex away was the only option. That keeping things clean, simple, transactional, was the only way to control this. That if Alex left now, if the door closed, then it would all go back to the way it was supposed to be.

      So when Alex turned, when he walked out, Rowan didn't stop him. Didn't move. Didn't say a word.

      The door closed.

      And something twisted inside him.

      Something he didn't know how to name.

      Something that didn't go away.
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      Rowan didn't like lying to himself. He built his life on precision, control, making decisions based on logic, not impulse. So he did what he always did. He moved on. It wasn't personal. It wasn't regret. It was just the next step.

      He booked someone else.

      The man arrived precisely on time, well-dressed and well-groomed, the kind of refined professionalism that should have been reassuring. There was no hesitation in the way he stepped into the room, no unnecessary conversation. Just business. Clean. Simple. Exactly the way Rowan wanted it.

      Or the way he was supposed to want it.

      He let the escort take his coat, let him pour them drinks, let the quiet, practiced routine unfold the way it did before he met Alex. And when the man was about to unbutton his shirt, settling into his role with the kind of effortless ease that came from years of experience, Rowan waited for it. The shift. The spark, the steady hum of satisfaction, the familiar sense of rightness that should have grounded him.

      But nothing happened.

      No rush. No pull. Just silence. Just a hollow, stretching emptiness where something else should have been.

      Rowan sighed. "Wait."

      The man’s head tilted slightly in confusion, but his expression remained smooth, professional, a carefully practiced blend of deference and allure. He was handsome. Objectively. The kind of beauty that belonged in expensive places, curated and refined, built to please.

      Rowan studied him, waiting for something. Anything.

      Nothing came.

      The man smiled, subtle, just enough. "Is there anything you'd like me to do?"

      Rowan set his glass down, rubbing his fingers together absently. "What's your name?"

      "Elias."

      It didn't matter.

      Rowan nodded, leaning back. This should have been easy. This should have been nothing more than a transaction, like all the others. But the air felt wrong. Too still. Too quiet. His own pulse was too steady.

      Elias waited patiently. "Would you like me to continue?"

      Rowan's fingers pressed against his temple, the dull edge of a headache creeping in. "No."

      Elias hesitated, but only for a second. "Would you prefer I leave?"

      Rowan should have said yes. The night should have played out the way it was meant to. This was his chance to fix whatever the hell was wrong by reminding himself that Alex was just another job, that nothing about him mattered more than anyone else who had passed through this room. That no one left an impression unless Rowan let them.

      But it was a lie. And Rowan didn't like lying to himself.

      He stood, retrieving the envelope of cash from his coat and setting it on the table. "You can go."

      Elias didn't argue. Just nodded, smooth and unbothered, slipping the payment into his pocket before turning to the exit. No questions. No irritation. To him, Rowan was just another client making a last-minute change of mind.

      Rowan didn't watch him leave.

      Only when he heard the door click shut did he let himself sit back down, pressing his fingers against his eyes, exhaling slowly, letting the silence settle around him.

      It wasn't regret. It wasn't longing.

      But it wasn't nothing, either.

      Rowan didn't like lying to himself. And yet, when the silence settled, when the hollowness of an unfinished evening stretched out before him, when he sat there in the stillness of his own damn choices, he felt... off.

      Not regret. Not anything so predictable. Just a kind of restless dissatisfaction that wouldn't go away, no matter how many times he reminded himself that this was routine, that nothing had changed, that Alex was just another job, and the fact that he was thinking about him at all was nothing more than a temporary inconvenience.

      Except, hours later, something in his stomach twisted—tight, bracing, something that felt too much like anticipation for him to pretend otherwise. His phone, though its screen was dark, stared at him accusingly. Taunting him, almost.

      He could have ignored it. But he didn't.

      His mind barely registered when his body moved. His mind barely processed when his fingers typed out the message and hit send. His mind barely noticed when the little read icon appeared.

      So half an hour later, when he opened the door, he almost couldn’t believe the sight of Alex standing in front of him, hands in his pockets, expression unreadable in a way that wasn't careful or practiced, just real.

      Rowan swallowed, his grip tightening against the doorframe. He should say something, do something. But he just stood there.

      And then Alex said, "One last offer. I wouldn’t have come if I knew it was hopeless."

      Rowan's breath caught.

      "No contracts. No money. Just us."

      He should have laughed. Should have scoffed, dismissed it outright, shut the door, shut Alex out, done literally anything except stand there, speechless, while something cold and unfamiliar scraped against the edges of his resolve.

      Because this wasn't an offer. Not really.

      It was a risk.

      A choice.

      Rowan didn't make choices like this. He made decisions, deliberate, calculated, structured around logic and control. But this was something else entirely, something messier, something unpredictable, something that should have been out of the question.

      He forced his expression into something impassive. "You think that's what I want?"

      Alex's mouth twitched, something sharp and knowing flickering across his face before settling into something quieter. "I know it is."

      Arrogant.

      Infuriating.

      Annoyingly correct.

      Rowan clenched his jaw. "You don't know anything about me."

      Alex huffed, shifting his stance, tilting his head slightly in the way he always did when he was waiting for Rowan to catch up to something he'd already figured out. "I know you want this. Me."

      Silence.

      Alex's gaze didn't waver. "I know you wouldn’t have texted me if you think trying would be pointless."

      Rowan exhaled through his nose. "What do you think this is?"

      Alex didn't hesitate. "Something unfinished."

      Rowan should have shut the door. He could have ended it there. But it was impossible to ignore the way his pulse picked up, the way Alex was looking at him—like he already knew the answer, like he wasn't asking at all.

      Rowan tried to hold his ground, searching for the words that would put an end to this.

      He didn't find them.

      Instead, Rowan stepped aside to let Alex in.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The pleasure has been claimed, but the origin of desire, the moment it all began, is still waiting in the next chapter…
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      The conference room smelled like expensive leather and desperation.

      Rowan Ellington sat at the head of the table, twenty-six years old and already commanding the kind of respect men twice his age had to earn through decades of careful maneuvering. He'd done it in three years. It was all about precision, strategy, and an almost surgical understanding of where to apply pressure until something—or someone—broke.

      Across from him sat Richard Brennan. He was fifty-three, silver-haired, with the kind of easy confidence that came from never having been truly challenged. Old money. Old connections. Old assumptions about how the world worked.

      Rowan was about to teach him otherwise.

      "Your offer is insulting," Brennan said, leaning back in his chair with the casual arrogance of a man who thought he still held leverage. "We both know the property's worth three times what you're proposing."

      Rowan didn't blink. "The property is worth exactly what someone is willing to pay for it. And right now, I'm the only buyer."

      Brennan's smile didn't waver, but something flickered behind his eyes. Uncertainty. Good.

      "There are always other buyers, Mr. Ellington."

      "Not for a property with zoning violations, structural issues the previous inspector conveniently overlooked, and a lease dispute that's been buried in paperwork for eighteen months." Rowan tilted his head slightly. "But please, feel free to shop around. I'm sure someone else will find those details as irrelevant as you seem to think they are."

      The smile faltered.

      Rowan had spent two months assembling every piece of information on the Brennan portfolio. Every weak point. Every hidden problem. Every skeleton tucked neatly into closets that were supposed to stay closed. He didn't bluff. He didn't need to.

      Brennan's lawyer leaned in, whispering something urgent. Brennan's jaw tightened, but he waved the man off, his gaze never leaving Rowan's.

      "You're young," Brennan said, voice cooling. "You think ruthlessness is the same as strength."

      Rowan's expression didn't change. "I think preparation is the same as power. And right now, you don't have either."

      Silence settled over the room, thick and suffocating. Brennan's fingers drummed once against the table—a tell Rowan had cataloged within the first fifteen minutes of the meeting. Stress. Uncertainty. The beginning of a crack.

      "Counter-offer," Brennan said finally, straightening in his chair. "Seventy percent of your proposal. I keep partial equity."

      Rowan let the pause stretch just long enough to be uncomfortable.

      "No."

      Brennan blinked. "Excuse me?"

      "You heard me." Rowan leaned forward slightly, just enough to shift the energy in the room. "This isn't a negotiation anymore, Mr. Brennan. This is damage control. You can take my offer and walk away with something, or you can refuse and watch your life unravel when I file the zoning complaint, leak the inspection report, and let your investors know exactly how much risk they're actually holding."

      Brennan's face went pale, then red. "You're threatening me."

      "I'm offering you a choice." Rowan's voice was calm, measured, almost kind. That made it worse. "Take it or don't. But don't pretend you have leverage you don't actually possess."

      For a long moment, Brennan just stared at him, something like hatred simmering beneath the surface. Then his shoulders sagged, just slightly, and Rowan knew he'd won.

      "Fine," Brennan said through clenched teeth. "I'll take your offer."

      Rowan nodded once, pulling the contract from his briefcase and sliding it across the table. "Sign here."

      Brennan's hand shook—barely perceptible, but Rowan saw it—as he scrawled his name across the bottom of the page. When he finished, he stood abruptly, not bothering with pleasantries, and walked out without another word.

      The door clicked shut.

      Rowan exhaled slowly, the tension in his shoulders releasing for the first time in hours. Around him, his team exchanged glances—impressed, maybe a little unnerved. He didn't care. He'd gotten what he came for.

      His senior associate, Janus, cleared his throat. "That was… aggressive."

      Rowan began gathering his papers, methodical, unhurried. "That was necessary."

      "He's going to hate you for this."

      "Good." Rowan snapped his briefcase shut, meeting Janus's eyes with an expression that gave nothing away. "Fear and respect look the same from a distance."

      Janus hesitated, then nodded, clearly unsure whether to admire or worry about the man he worked for.

      Rowan didn't wait for a response. He walked out of the conference room, through the sterile hallways of the corporate office, and into the elevator. Alone.

      The doors closed. For just a moment—one brief, unguarded second—he let himself feel it, the rush. The victory. The cold, crystalline satisfaction of knowing he'd dismantled a man twice his age without breaking a sweat.

      He was good at this. Better than good. He was untouchable.

      Later that night, Rowan sat in his apartment—minimalist, expensive, meticulously organized—nursing a glass of scotch he didn't really care about. The city sprawled out beyond the floor-to-ceiling windows, lights blinking like distant stars, indifferent and beautiful.

      His phone buzzed. A message from his father.

      Heard about the Brennan deal. Impressive work.

      Rowan stared at the screen for a long moment, then set the phone face-down on the table without responding.

      Impressive. That was the word his father always used. Never proud. Never anything warm or personal. Just impressed, like Rowan was a well-executed strategy rather than a person, rather than his son.

      He took another sip of scotch.

      Brennan's face flashed through his mind—the moment his confidence cracked, the moment he realized Rowan had already won before they'd even sat down. That moment had felt good, powerful. Like proof that control was the only thing that mattered.

      Emotion was weakness. Vulnerability was a liability. His father had taught him that, even if he'd never said it out loud. And Rowan had learned the lesson well.

      He thought about the way Brennan's hand had shaken when he signed the contract. He thought about the hatred in his eyes, how easy it had been to dismantle him.

      And he felt nothing.

      There was no guilt, no hesitation. Just the quiet, absolute certainty that this—this cold, ruthless efficiency—was who he was supposed to be.

      He finished his scotch, rinsed the glass, and placed it in the sink with the same precision he applied to everything else in his life.

      Control was the only thing that mattered.

      And Rowan Ellington was very, very good at it.
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      Rowan met Adrian Cole at a gallery opening he hadn't wanted to attend.

      He'd gone because Janus insisted, because "networking" was supposedly important, because standing in a room full of pretentious art collectors discussing the "visceral emotional journey" of overpriced paintings was somehow considered valuable for business. Rowan found it tedious.

      But Adrian had been different.

      He'd been standing in front of a massive abstract canvas, head tilted, lips curved in something close to amusement. When Rowan approached, Adrian glanced at him and said, "It looks like someone spilled coffee on a napkin and decided that was enough."

      Rowan had almost smiled. "You're not wrong."

      "Adrian Cole." He'd extended a hand, confident but not aggressive. Dark hair, sharp jawline, eyes that were actually focused when they looked at Rowan instead of through him.

      "Rowan Ellington."

      "I know who you are." Adrian's handshake was firm. "You bought the Brennan properties last year. Impressive."

      And that should have been it. A brief exchange. A business card. Nothing more.

      But Adrian kept talking. And Rowan, for reasons he didn't entirely understand, kept listening.

      Six months later, they were something Rowan refused to define.

      Not a relationship. Relationships required vulnerability, letting someone see the parts of yourself you kept locked away. But Adrian was persistent in a way that was both irritating and oddly compelling. He didn't fawn, didn't ask for anything. He simply showed up, consistent and unbothered, like Rowan's carefully maintained distance was a challenge rather than a warning.

      "You don't have to perform for me," Adrian said one night, sprawled across Rowan's couch like he belonged there, a glass of wine in hand.

      Rowan glanced up from his laptop. "I'm not performing."

      Adrian's smile was knowing. "Yes, you are. You've been performing since the moment I walked in."

      Rowan's fingers stilled on the keyboard. "I'm working."

      "You're avoiding."

      "I'm busy."

      Adrian set his wine down, sitting up slightly. "Rowan. Look at me."

      Rowan did, reluctantly, meeting those steady brown eyes that always seemed to see too much.

      "When was the last time you actually relaxed?" Adrian asked.

      "I don't need to relax. I need to finish this proposal."

      Adrian exhaled, shaking his head. "You're exhausting."

      "Then leave."

      The words came out sharper than intended, cutting through the air between them. Adrian flinched, barely, but Rowan noticed. And for a moment, he thought Adrian would actually go. He should have. This was too much, too close.

      "No," Adrian said quietly.

      Rowan blinked. "What?"

      "I said no." Adrian stood, crossing the room until he was standing in front of Rowan's desk, hands in his pockets, expression unreadable. "You don't get to push me away every time things start to feel real."

      "I'm not pushing you away. I'm telling you I have work to do."

      "Bullshit." Adrian's voice was calm but firm. "You're terrified."

      Rowan's jaw tightened. "Of what, exactly?"

      "Of this. Of me. Of letting anyone actually know you."

      Rowan closed his laptop with deliberate precision. "You don't know me."

      "I'm trying to." Adrian's voice softened. "But you won't let me."

      Silence stretched between them, heavy and suffocating. Rowan could feel something tightening in his chest, something uncomfortable and unwelcome. He should end this. He should say something cold and final, something that would make Adrian realize this wasn't going anywhere.

      But he didn't.

      Instead, he stood, walking past Adrian toward the window, staring out at the city lights below. "What do you want from me?"

      "I want you to stop pretending you don't feel anything."

      Rowan's reflection stared back at him in the glass, expression blank, controlled. "And if I don't?"

      Adrian stepped closer, close enough that Rowan could feel the warmth of him. "Then I'll keep waiting. But eventually, Rowan, you're going to have to decide if you actually want this or if you're just going through the motions."

      Rowan turned, meeting Adrian's eyes. "What if I don't know?"

      Adrian's expression softened, something almost sad flickering across his face. "Then maybe that's your answer."

      Three months later, it ended.

      There was no fight, no anger. It had just been a quiet, inevitable unraveling.

      Adrian had asked him to meet his parents. It was a simple request, just dinner, nothing dramatic. Rowan had said no.

      "Why not?" Adrian asked, frustration finally breaking through his usual patience.

      "Because it's unnecessary."

      "It's my family, Rowan. They want to meet you."

      "And what would be the point?" Rowan kept his voice even, controlled. "We're not—this isn't⁠—"

      "Isn't what?" Adrian's voice cracked slightly. "Isn't real? Isn't serious? What are we doing here, Rowan?"

      Rowan didn't answer.

      Adrian exhaled, running a hand through his hair. "I can't keep doing this. I can't keep waiting for you to let me in when you've already decided you won't."

      "I never promised you anything."

      "I know." Adrian's voice was quiet now, resigned. "And that's the problem."

      He left that night. Didn't slam the door. Didn't yell. Just gathered his things, kissed Rowan once—soft, final—and walked out.

      Rowan stood in the silence afterward, staring at the door, waiting to feel something. Regret. Loss. Anything.

      But all he felt was relief.

      Relief that he didn't have to pretend anymore. Relief that he could go back to what he knew, what he controlled. Relief that he didn't have to risk being seen.

      He poured himself a drink, sat in the darkness, and told himself he'd made the right choice. Control was the only thing that mattered, and love—real love—required surrender. Rowan Ellington didn't surrender.

      Not for anyone.
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        The First Transaction

      

      

      Rowan sat in his penthouse at 11:47 PM, staring at his phone like it might bite him.

      The screen glowed in the darkness, the contact information for the service already pulled up, cursor blinking in the message field. All he had to do was type. Four years since Adrian. Four years of controlling every aspect of his life. Four years of telling himself he didn't need anyone, didn't want the mess of connection, the liability of vulnerability.

      And yet here he was, at thirty-one, about to pay for something he couldn't ask for any other way.

      His finger hovered over the keyboard.

      It had been a brutal week. Three acquisitions, two board meetings, one lawsuit he'd won before it even started. He should have felt triumphant. Should have felt that familiar rush of power, of control. Instead, he just felt empty. Hollowed out, like he was performing his own life and forgetting why.

      He'd tried the usual outlets. Work. The gym. More work. A drink at the bar downtown where he'd sat alone, watched people laugh and touch and exist without the carefully constructed barriers he'd spent years building.

      And he'd realized something: he was tired.

      Tired of holding everything together. Tired of being Rowan Ellington, untouchable, unshakable, always three steps ahead. Just for one night, he wanted to stop. He wanted someone else to take the reins, to make the decisions, to let him...

      Surrender.

      The word sat uncomfortably in his mind, but he couldn't find a better one.

      He typed the message. Kept it simple, professional. Request for evening availability. Discrete. Experienced. Prefer someone who understands boundaries.

      He hesitated, then added: I'm looking for control. Or rather, to give it up.

      His finger hovered over send.

      This was insane. He was Rowan Ellington. He didn't do this. Didn't need this. He could have anyone he wanted, could walk into any bar or club and find⁠—

      What? Another Adrian? Another person who would try to crack him open, demand things he couldn't give, leave when he inevitably failed to be what they needed?

      No.

      This was cleaner. Simpler. A transaction. No expectations. No emotions. Just a service, rendered and paid for.

      He hit send before he could talk himself out of it.

      The response came faster than expected, professional and courteous, with a price that made him blink. It was high, but not unreasonable for discretion. There was a time, a location, a name that was probably fake.

      Julian.

      Rowan confirmed the booking, set his phone down, and poured himself a drink he didn't finish.

      The hotel room was exactly what he'd expected—neutral, expensive, anonymous.

      Rowan arrived first, because of course he did. Control, even now. Even when he was paying someone else to take it from him. He loosened his tie, poured a glass of water from the minibar, and tried to ignore the way his hands wanted to shake.

      This was fine. This was nothing. Just another appointment, just another⁠—

      The knock came at precisely 9:00 PM.

      Rowan opened the door.

      Julian was handsome in a calculated way—tall, well-dressed, the kind of polished attractiveness that came from knowing exactly what clients wanted to see. His smile was practiced but not disingenuous. Professional.

      "Mr. Ellington?"

      "Rowan." He stepped aside, letting Julian enter.

      Julian moved through the space with easy confidence, setting down a small bag, shrugging out of his jacket. "Can I get you anything? Water? Something stronger?"

      "I'm fine."

      Julian nodded, turning to face him fully. "Then let's talk about what you're looking for."

      Rowan's jaw tightened. He'd written it in the request, hadn't he? Why did they need to⁠—

      "I know what you wrote," Julian said, reading him too easily. "But I need to hear it from you. Boundaries. Expectations. What you need."

      Rowan exhaled slowly. "I need to stop thinking."

      Julian's expression didn't change, but something shifted in his eyes. Understanding, maybe. "And how do I help you do that?"

      "I don't know." The admission felt raw. "I've never—" He stopped, recalibrated. "This is my first time doing this."

      Julian's smile softened, just slightly. "That's okay. We'll figure it out together." He gestured to the bed. "Why don't you sit down? We'll start slow."

      Rowan sat, feeling absurdly out of place in his own tailored suit, in a room he'd paid for, with a man he'd hired. Control. He was supposed to have control.

      Julian knelt in front of him, not touching yet, just present. "Tell me what you don't want."

      "Pain. Nothing permanent. No—" Rowan swallowed. "No degradation."

      "Okay. And what do you want?"

      Rowan's hands clenched against his thighs. "To follow orders. To not have to decide. To just—" He stopped, the words catching.

      "To let go," Julian finished quietly.

      Rowan nodded.

      Julian reached out slowly, giving Rowan time to pull away, and placed a hand over his. "Then let go."

      It was clinical. Professional. Exactly what Rowan had paid for.

      Julian was skilled. He knew when to push, when to ease back, when to give Rowan space to breathe. He followed every boundary, respected every limit, made it easy in a way real intimacy never had been.

      And when it was over, when Rowan sat on the edge of the bed, redressing with methodical precision, Julian didn't linger. Didn't ask questions. Just gathered his things, accepted the payment, and left with a quiet, "Take care of yourself."

      The door clicked shut.

      Rowan sat in the silence, waiting to feel something. Shame, maybe. Regret. Disgust at himself for needing this.

      But all he felt was relief, and the cold, creeping certainty that he’d do it again.

      Because this transaction, this controlled surrender, this carefully managed intimacy... This, he could handle. This didn't ask for anything he couldn't give.

      Rowan Ellington didn't surrender.

      But he could buy it.

      For an hour at a time.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        The Last Attempt

      

      

      Rowan accepted the dinner invitation because refusing would have raised questions.

      Victoria Ashford. Thirty-two, elegant, connected to half the city's elite through her family's investment firm. They'd met at a fundraiser three months ago, exchanged business cards, maintained the kind of professional courtesy that sometimes turned into something more. She'd suggested dinner. He'd said yes.

      It wasn't a date, not officially. They were just two professionals sharing a meal, discussing potential collaborations, maintaining networks. That's what he told himself as he straightened his tie in the mirror, checking his reflection with the same critical eye he applied to everything else.

      Impeccable. Controlled. Exactly what people expected from Rowan Ellington.

      The restaurant was the kind of place where conversations happened in hushed tones and the wine list required a second mortgage. Victoria was already seated when he arrived, dressed in something dark and fitted, her smile warm but measured.

      "Rowan. Thank you for coming."

      He slid into the seat across from her. "Of course. I've been meaning to follow up on the Hernandez portfolio we discussed."

      Her smile widened slightly. "Always business with you."

      "It's what I'm good at."

      "I don't doubt that." She signaled the waiter, ordered wine without consulting him—expensive, confident. The kind of woman who knew what she wanted and didn't apologize for it.

      Rowan should have appreciated that. He should have found it attractive, like any other sensible man would have.

      Instead, he felt nothing.

      The conversation flowed easily enough. Market trends, mutual acquaintances, the new development project downtown. Victoria was sharp, articulate, capable of matching him point for point without the desperate need to impress. On paper, she was perfect.

      "You're distracted," she said eventually, setting down her wine glass.

      Rowan blinked. "I'm not."

      "You've checked your phone three times in the last ten minutes."

      He set the phone face-down on the table. "My apologies. It's been a long week."

      Victoria leaned back slightly, studying him with an expression he couldn't quite read. "Can I ask you something personal?"

      Every muscle in his body tensed. "You can ask."

      "Are you actually interested in this?"

      Rowan's jaw tightened. "In the Hernandez portfolio? Absolutely. The returns⁠—"

      "Not the portfolio." Her voice was gentle but firm. "This. Dinner. With me."

      Silence stretched between them.

      Rowan should have had an answer ready. He had the option to deflect, redirect, maintain the carefully constructed facade he wore everywhere else. But something about the directness of the question, the way Victoria was looking at him—not judgmental, just curious—made the usual deflections feel hollow.

      "I don't know," he said finally.

      Victoria nodded slowly, like she'd expected that answer. "That's honest, at least."

      "I'm sorry."

      "Don't be." She took another sip of wine. "I've been doing this long enough to recognize when someone's going through the motions."

      Rowan's fingers tightened around his own glass. "I'm not⁠—"

      "You are." She wasn't unkind about it. Just matter-of-fact. "And that's fine. But I'm not interested in being someone's obligation."

      "You're not an obligation."

      "Then what am I?"

      Rowan didn't have an answer.

      Victoria smiled, sad but understanding. "You know what I think? I think you came here tonight because you thought you should. Because this—" she gestured between them, "—is what people like us are supposed to do. Date within our circles. Find someone appropriate. Check the boxes."

      "That's not⁠—"

      "Isn't it?" She tilted her head slightly. "When was the last time you actually wanted something, Rowan? Not because it made sense, not because it fit into your plans, but because you simply just wanted it?"

      The question hit harder than it should have.

      Rowan set his glass down carefully. "I want a lot of things."

      "Name one."

      He opened his mouth. Closed it again.

      Victoria's expression softened. "That's what I thought."

      They finished dinner with polite conversation about nothing important. Victoria insisted on splitting the check—"I'm not interested in owing anyone anything"—and they parted ways outside the restaurant with a handshake that felt more like a closing negotiation than anything romantic.

      Rowan walked back to his penthouse, the city lights blurring around him, Victoria's question echoing in his head.

      When was the last time you actually wanted something?

      He knew the answer. It came with the kind of uncomfortable clarity he usually avoided.

      Two weeks ago. A hotel room. A transaction that had felt more real than any attempt at actual connection in years.

      He stepped into his apartment, the silence pressing in around him, and poured himself a drink he didn't want. The space was immaculate, controlled. Empty.

      His phone buzzed. A message from Victoria.

      For what it's worth, I think you're afraid of the wrong things.

      Rowan stared at the message for a long moment, then set the phone down without responding.

      She wasn't wrong.

      He'd spent years building walls, convincing himself that control was the same as strength, that distance was the same as safety. He'd walked away from Adrian because loving someone meant surrendering parts of himself he couldn't afford to lose. He'd turned intimacy into transactions because at least transactions were simple, manageable, safe.

      But standing here now, in the pristine emptiness of his carefully constructed life, Rowan realized something.

      He was lonely.

      Not the kind of loneliness that came from being alone. The kind that came from never letting anyone close enough to matter.

      He picked up his phone again, pulled up the service he'd used twice now. Three times, if he was being honest. The familiar interface, the discrete booking system, the promise of controlled surrender without the mess of actual connection.

      His finger hovered over the screen.

      This was what he'd become. A man who could buy intimacy but couldn't accept it freely. Who could submit to a stranger but couldn't open up to someone who actually cared. He should have felt ashamed, but all he felt was resigned.

      Rowan Ellington didn't surrender.

      He'd accepted that truth years ago, and maybe... maybe that was okay.

      He confirmed the booking, set his phone down, and finished his drink in the darkness.

      Control was the only thing that mattered.

      Even if it meant being alone.
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