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To those who crave the fire in the quiet moments,

the thrill in the forbidden,

and the raw honesty of desire unfiltered.

To the lovers who explore, who dare,

and who find truth in the heat of passion.

This story is for you.
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The TV was still playing, but neither of them was really watching. Some background noise—laugh track, canned applause. The real energy was between the two wine glasses, half-drunk, warm now from being held too long. Lexie curled one leg up beneath her on the couch and ran a fingertip around the rim of her glass. She was barefoot, in a loose tank top that drooped low under one arm, and a pair of black cotton shorts that probably came from the juniors section, even though she was thirty-two.

Brandon knew her body well—he just hadn’t seen it like this in a while. Relaxed. A little tipsy. Open.

“So,” she said, glancing over at him with that teasing smile. “What was the thing you were going to say earlier?”

He froze. She hadn’t forgotten.

He had almost said it during dinner—when they were joking about weird porn categories and guilty pleasures. She’d confessed that she once clicked on something called “stepbrother humiliation” by mistake and ended up watching the whole thing. He’d laughed. He almost said his thing then. Almost.

Brandon swirled the last bit of his wine and avoided her eyes.

“It’s stupid,” he muttered. “Forget it.”

Lexie shifted to face him. “That means it’s definitely something I want to hear.”

He smiled nervously. “You’re gonna think it’s messed up.”

“Probably. That’s what makes it fun.” She reached over, tapped her toe against his thigh. “Tell me.”

He took a breath. His heart was thudding harder than it should’ve been. He looked over at her—the way she leaned in, waiting, eyes bright with curiosity. He couldn’t stall forever.

“It’s not something I’ve done. Or even seen. Just… I’ve thought about it.”

“Okay…”

He scratched the back of his neck. “I’ve thought about what it’d be like to… watch you. With someone else.”

There it was.

Lexie blinked. Once. Twice. Her mouth slowly curled into a grin.

“Wait. Like… actually watch me have sex with another guy? You? Watching?”

Brandon nodded, eyes on the floor.

Lexie burst out laughing.

He flushed instantly, the heat crawling up his neck.

“I told you it was stupid,” he said quickly, trying to backtrack. “Just forget I said it⁠—”

“No, no, no—hold on.” Lexie held up her hands, still grinning. “I’m not laughing because it’s stupid. I’m laughing because I did not see that one coming.”

She took a long sip from her wine and tilted her head at him. “That’s… kind of filthy.”

Brandon tried to gauge her tone. It wasn’t disgusted. Just surprised. Maybe amused.

“I guess it’s a fantasy, right? Like a kink. I’ve just… always wondered what it’d feel like.”

Lexie licked her lips thoughtfully. “You really want to see me with someone else? Like full-on sex? Or like… kissing? Flirting?”

Brandon hesitated. “Sex.”

She stared at him. Not in shock. More like curiosity.

“Huh.”

He couldn’t take the silence. “You hate it.”

“No, I didn’t say that.”

She leaned back against the couch and looked up at the ceiling. Then back at him. “I mean, I’ve heard of that kink before. But I never thought you’d be into it.”

“I’m not into it. I mean—maybe I am? I don’t know. I just always thought… what would it be like. Seeing you like that. From the outside.”

Lexie was quiet again. Then she smirked.

“So you’re watching. And what—just sitting there? Jerking off?”

Brandon swallowed. His pants were already tightening.

“Maybe.”

She laughed again, but this time it was lower. More thoughtful.

“Wow. That’s… that’s wild. You’re full of surprises, Mr. Grant.”

Brandon tried to smile, but his throat was dry.

Lexie stood up, padded barefoot to the kitchen, and poured herself another half glass. She didn’t offer him more. When she came back, she sat even closer than before, one leg draped across his.

“So in this fantasy,” she said, swirling the wine, “who’s the guy?”

He blinked. “What?”

“The guy. The one I’d be with. Is it someone you know?”

“No, I mean—it’s not about the guy. It’s about you. Watching you let go.”

Lexie’s eyes narrowed slightly. “Let go how?”

He hesitated again. “Like… I don’t know. Just seeing you in it. With someone else. Hearing you. Watching your face when you…”

He trailed off.

Lexie bit her lower lip. She was processing. Not laughing anymore.

“And you’d really want that?”

He nodded, slower this time.

She looked at him for a long moment, then leaned in until her voice was soft near his ear.

“What if I screamed his name?”

Brandon’s stomach twisted. He couldn’t answer.

Lexie leaned back with a little shrug. “It’s your fantasy, babe. I’m just trying to picture it right.”

He stared at her. She was playing with it now. Teasing. But also… thinking. The idea was no longer crazy. It was starting to feel real.

And he had no idea if that was good or bad.
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Lexie tucked her legs under her again, wine glass resting on one knee, her eyes still locked on him. The playful smirk had faded into something harder to read—half curiosity, half calculation. Brandon wasn’t sure if he should speak again or stay quiet and let her lead.

She sipped. Slowly. Then:

“So what would I wear?”

Brandon blinked. “What?”

Lexie tilted her head like she was talking about weekend plans. “For this fantasy. If it were real. What would you want me to wear?”

He opened his mouth, closed it, then forced a small laugh. “I don’t know…”

She rolled her eyes. “Come on. You’ve clearly thought about this.”

“I mean… maybe lingerie? Something sheer.”

“Black? Red? White?”

“Black.”

Lexie nodded like she was making a mental note. “Thigh-highs?”

“Yes.”

She grinned. “Heels?”

“Yes.”

Her eyes glimmered. “Hair up or down?”

“Down.”

Lexie smiled into her glass. “God, you’ve really pictured this.”

“I haven’t,” Brandon lied.

“Liar.”

She leaned forward. Her voice dropped.

“Would I flirt with him first? Or would it be like… immediate?”

Brandon swallowed hard. “You’d flirt.”

“Like over drinks? At a bar?”

He shook his head. “No. Here. At home.”

Lexie’s eyebrows lifted. “Our couch?”

He nodded.

She stared around the room as if trying to see it how he did.

“So you’d be here. Watching me chat up some other guy. While I… cross my legs a little too slow, maybe lick my lips?” She paused. “Would I touch him?”

Brandon’s heart was thudding now. “Yes.”

“How?”

“Your hand on his knee. Maybe… playing with his shirt. Laughing at stuff he says.”

Lexie let the moment breathe. She was closer now. Brandon could smell the mix of her skin and the white wine.

“And would you be hard the whole time?” she asked softly.

He nodded.

She reached between his legs without warning and felt the answer for herself. Her fingers grazed over the bulge in his jeans. He didn’t move. Just stared at her.

“Yeah,” she said quietly. “You would.”

Brandon’s breath caught.

Lexie didn’t stroke. She didn’t even linger. Just that one touch—and then her hand was back on her wine glass.

“So then what?” she continued, voice calm. “I kiss him? On the mouth? Right in front of you?”

“Yes.”

“Would you stop me?”

Brandon shook his head.

She smiled to herself. “Would I be on top or on my knees first?”

He didn’t answer.

She raised her eyebrows. “Come on, baby. I’m building your fantasy. Don’t go all shy now.”

He cleared his throat. “On your knees.”

“Mouth first. Got it.”

Lexie took another drink.

“And you’d just… watch? From the chair? From over there?” She pointed to the corner armchair. “You’d sit while I suck another man’s cock? Just quietly watching your wife make another guy moan?”

Brandon could barely breathe. “Yeah.”

“And you’d jerk off?”

“Probably.”

Lexie’s voice dropped even lower. “And if I looked up at you while I was doing it… smiled at you with my mouth full… would you still want me?”

Brandon nodded, slowly, his voice caught in his throat.

She studied him carefully now. Not as a joke anymore. Not teasing. She was dissecting something. Watching what turned him on. Testing how far he’d go.

“What if I liked it?” she asked.

His eyes flicked up. “What do you mean?”

“I mean… what if I liked it more than I should? What if I moaned louder than I do with you? What if I finished and asked for more?”

Brandon’s jaw clenched.

Lexie smiled again. “That part scares you, doesn’t it?”

He didn’t answer.

“Would you still want to watch if I begged him to fuck me harder?”

He nodded slowly. “Yes. And no.”

She grinned. “Exactly.”

They sat in silence for a moment. Lexie licked her lips again, very slowly, and leaned forward.

“You fantasized about giving me away,” she whispered. “But you didn’t think about what would happen if I liked being taken.”
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Brandon’s hands were clenched together in his lap. His mind was racing, body tight with arousal and anxiety knotted together so tightly he couldn’t tell one from the other. The way she looked at him—it wasn’t disgust, or even surprise anymore. It was sharp. Focused.

Lexie wasn’t just playing with the idea.

She was holding it in her hand, turning it over, inspecting it like a puzzle piece that might click into her life if she twisted it just right.

She sat back slowly, glass nearly empty again.

“So let’s say I did it,” she said, calm and clear. “Just once.”

Brandon blinked. “Wait. What?”

“I mean, if,” she clarified. “I’m not saying I will. But if I did… I’d want control.”

He was frozen. “You’re serious.”

She nodded. “You opened the door, Brandon. Don’t look shocked I peeked through it.”

He opened his mouth, closed it again, trying to process.

Lexie leaned forward, placing her glass on the coffee table, empty now.

“If this ever happened—if—it would only be once. And it would have to be someone you pick.”

Brandon frowned. “Me?”

“Yeah. Your fantasy, your rules. You find the guy. That way, you know everything. No surprises. No secrets. Just once. Just one time. With you there. Watching. Not participating. Not interfering.”

He was staring at her like she was speaking a different language.

“And after that?” he asked quietly.

Lexie shrugged. “We go back to normal.”

Brandon didn’t believe that for a second. But he couldn’t bring himself to say it.

“So,” she said, voice lighter now. “Do we call that a maybe?”

He hesitated. “You’re really considering this?”

Lexie smiled, folding her arms and leaning back like she was enjoying herself.

“I didn’t say yes. I said maybe.”

She looked him over again. “You’d really be okay with it?”

Brandon wasn’t sure what “okay” meant anymore. But he nodded.

Lexie stretched her legs out in front of her, toes pointing toward the rug. “Alright. Then let’s make a deal. One time. You pick the guy. I say yes or no. And if I agree, it happens. But you don’t get to back out after. No pouting. No guilt. You asked for it.”

Brandon’s mouth was dry. “Okay.”

“And I mean it, Brandon. If I do this, I’m not playing shy little wife. I’m not going to fake anything. If I do it, I’m going in. I’m going to make it worth it. For me.”

He nodded again, slower now. “Okay.”

Lexie leaned over, kissed his cheek softly. “Good boy.”

That did something to him. He couldn’t even explain what.

She stood up and stretched, arms high over her head. Her tank top lifted, exposing her stomach. Brandon watched in stunned silence, still sitting on the couch like a man whose life had just changed in ways he hadn’t fully grasped.

Lexie turned toward the hallway and paused.

“One time,” she said without looking back. “You better pick carefully.”

And then she walked into the dark hall toward the bedroom.

Brandon stayed on the couch, hard as stone, pulse pounding in his ears, the soft creak of the hardwood under her bare feet echoing long after she disappeared.
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Brandon sat there for a long time, the silence stretching thin around him. The TV was still on, playing something he couldn’t name or follow. He didn’t hear it. All he could hear was her voice, still echoing.

You better pick carefully.

He stood up eventually, slower than usual, like his body was heavier now. Every part of him buzzed—his chest, his legs, his groin, his throat. Even his breathing felt unfamiliar, like he had to remind himself how to do it right.

The wine glass on the table still had her lip print on the rim. He stared at it for a second, then turned off the TV and made his way down the hallway.

Their bedroom door was open. Dim lamplight spilled out.

Lexie was already under the covers, one shoulder exposed, phone in hand, scrolling quietly. She didn’t look up when he walked in.

“You coming to bed?” she asked without emotion.

“Yeah,” he said, voice thin.

He peeled off his shirt, unbuckled his belt, paused with his jeans half-undone. She still hadn’t looked at him.

“Lex…”

She finally turned her head. “Yeah?”

He stood there in just his boxers, body tense, obvious arousal still pressing forward like a question he didn’t know how to ask.

“Can I…?” He gestured toward the bed, toward her, toward everything.

Lexie tilted her head and looked at him for a moment longer than necessary.

“You want to have sex?”

He nodded. “Yeah.”

She glanced back down at her phone, then clicked it off, setting it on the nightstand. “Not tonight.”

He blinked. “Oh.”

Lexie shifted under the sheets, pulling them tighter around her waist. “I’m tired. And kind of overstimulated, honestly.”

Brandon tried to smile, to act like that made sense. “Yeah. Okay.”

She looked at him again, this time with a softer expression. “It’s not you. I just… that was a lot. More than I thought it’d be.”

He nodded, even though it didn’t help.

Lexie reached out and touched his wrist, briefly. “You okay?”

He didn’t answer right away. “I think so.”

She leaned in, kissed his lips—soft and warm, but not hungry.

Then she turned over, away from him.

Brandon climbed into bed a minute later. The room smelled like her hair and the faint remnants of wine. He lay there on his back, eyes open in the dark, staring at the ceiling. His body was still throbbing, still ready, still waiting for something that wasn’t coming.

Next to him, Lexie’s breathing slowed, deepened, and settled into the rhythm of sleep.

He stayed awake.

Hard.

Alone.

And already wondering what he'd just set in motion.
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Three days passed.

They didn’t bring it up—not directly. Lexie was lighter than usual, her moods bouncy and unpredictable, like she was waiting for something only she knew was coming. Brandon went to work and came home like normal, trying to pretend everything was still where he left it.

But something had shifted. Every time he looked at her, it was there behind her eyes—something humming. Some unspoken knowledge they both now shared.

It was Saturday morning, cloudy outside, the kitchen quiet except for the soft bubbling of the coffee pot and the clink of cereal hitting the bowl. Brandon was still in sweatpants and a faded T-shirt, hair flat on one side from sleeping hard. Lexie wore one of his button-down shirts, unbuttoned at the top and falling just past her hips.

She was barefoot again. She almost always was.

“You want eggs?” she asked, already cracking one into a pan.

“I’ll just have cereal.”

“Boring.”

“You know I suck at breakfast.”

Lexie smirked but didn’t say anything else. She moved around the kitchen like it was a performance she’d rehearsed. Calm, easy, fully in control of herself. Brandon watched her from the barstool and tried not to think about how differently she’d looked the last time they talked about this—whispering fantasies into his ear like she wasn’t even scared.

He was the one who’d asked for this.

But she was the one who owned it now.

She slid scrambled eggs onto her plate, added hot sauce, then leaned against the counter and took a bite. Her eyes flicked up to him over the fork.

“So,” she said. “Have you thought about it?”

He blinked. “Thought about what?”

She raised one eyebrow. “Don’t play dumb, Brandon.”

His stomach turned. “You mean… the guy?”

“Mmhmm.”

He tried to act casual, but his shoulders tightened. “I wasn’t sure if you were serious.”

“I told you I’d consider it. One time. Your choice.” She took another bite. “That was the deal, wasn’t it?”

He nodded. “Yeah.”

“So?” She tilted her head, tone light. “Who would you pick?”

Brandon stared at the cereal floating in his bowl.

It was supposed to be a thought experiment. A fantasy.

But her eyes didn’t leave his.

He thought for a long second. He could say a stranger, some made-up name. Someone impossible to find. Someone safe.

But then he said it.

“Chase.”

Lexie froze, just for a moment.

She didn’t blink. Didn’t breathe. The fork hovered halfway between her plate and her mouth.

Then she slowly lowered it and smiled.

“Chase Durham?”

He nodded, instantly regretting it.

Lexie’s smile deepened, but her voice didn’t change.

“Interesting.”

Brandon cleared his throat. “I mean… he’s not, like, ideal or anything⁠—”

“Sure he is.” She walked to the sink, rinsed her fork. “He’s hot. Confident. Not too attached to anyone. Perfect candidate.”

Brandon felt like he’d walked into a trap he’d built himself.

“You used to flirt with him,” he said.

Lexie shrugged. “Yeah, a little. Never took it seriously.”

She turned, drying her hands on a dish towel, studying him.

“You’ve really thought about this, huh?”

He looked down. “You told me to.”

Lexie stepped closer, standing just a few feet away now, bare legs brushing against the cabinet. “So if I reached out… texted him… what then?”

Brandon hesitated.

Lexie didn’t. She leaned forward, both hands flat on the counter in front of him.

“You already pictured it, didn’t you?” she asked quietly. “Me and him.”

He swallowed. “A little.”

She watched him squirm. Then she smiled again and kissed the top of his head—sweet, like nothing in the world had changed.

“Okay,” she said. “Let’s see what happens.”
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By Monday, she’d texted him.

Brandon didn’t know the exact moment it happened, but when he came home that night, Lexie was curled up on the couch with her legs tucked under her, scrolling through her phone, smirking at the screen.

He could see the difference in her posture, the way she leaned her head back with a sly smile, like she was waiting for a punchline she already knew was coming.

He hung his jacket and tried not to sound suspicious.

“Who’s got you grinning like that?”

Lexie didn’t look up. “Chase.”

His throat went dry. “Oh.”

She finally glanced over. “Relax. It was just casual. I said we hadn’t seen him in a while and maybe we should grab a drink sometime.”

Brandon nodded slowly. “And he said?”

“He said, ‘Sure. You and the hubby?’” She gave him a look. “He clearly doesn’t think this is a setup.”

Brandon forced a small laugh. “That’s good, right?”

Lexie tossed her phone aside and stood, stretching in that lazy, sinuous way that seemed almost designed to distract him. She walked into the kitchen and opened a bottle of wine without asking if he wanted any.

“We’ll meet him at that rooftop place downtown,” she said, casually. “The one with the lights and the stupidly expensive cocktails.”

Brandon stayed standing. “When?”

“Friday. Eight.”

He paused. “You already set it up?”

She poured a glass and took a sip. “Why not? If it’s weird, we leave. If it’s boring, we laugh about it on the ride home. No pressure.”

“No pressure,” he repeated, mostly to himself.

Lexie walked back around the island and slid the glass toward him. “This was your idea, babe.”

He nodded. “Yeah. I know.”

She tilted her head and watched him for a second, her expression unreadable. “You can still change your mind.”

Brandon looked at the wine, then at her. “Do you want me to?”

Lexie smiled—tight, restrained. “I want to know if you mean what you said. That’s all.”

He picked up the glass and took a sip. It was sweet, chilled too long, but he didn’t say anything.

Lexie leaned her hip against the counter and folded her arms. “You don’t have to play brave for me, Brandon. If you’re not ready for this…”

“I’m ready,” he interrupted.

She raised her eyebrows. “You sure?”

He nodded.

“Okay,” she said softly. “Then let’s see what Chase is like… outside the gym.”

She walked past him toward the hallway, her fingertips grazing the small of his back as she passed.

“Wear something decent Friday,” she added, without looking back. “I don’t want him thinking I married a slob.”

Brandon stared at the spot she’d just stood, heart pounding.

It wasn’t just a fantasy anymore.

It had a day.

It had a time.

It had a name.
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Friday night hit the city like a heartbeat—warm, restless, and full of noise. The rooftop bar Lexie had picked was glowing with soft string lights and the low thump of curated bass meant to feel expensive. People clustered near fire pits and leather couches, all dressed like they wanted to be noticed.

Brandon tugged at the collar of his button-up. Lexie had picked it out earlier that evening and watched him change into it like she was dressing a doll. She hadn’t said much during the drive—just scrolled through her phone, legs crossed, lipstick fresh and dark red like a warning sign.

Now, standing beside him on the rooftop, she looked like she belonged here.

Her black dress was tight and sleeveless, the neckline deep enough to make him nervous. She hadn’t worn a bra. He knew that. She knew he knew that.

“See him yet?” she asked, scanning the crowd.

Brandon nodded subtly toward the corner.

Chase was leaning against the bar, one hand in his pocket, looking out over the skyline. He was wearing a dark gray fitted T-shirt that clung to his arms like it had been tailored for them. Athletic, confident, just under cocky. Even when he wasn’t doing anything, he looked like he expected people to watch him.

Lexie followed Brandon’s gaze, smiled slowly, then started walking before Brandon could say a word.

“Hey, stranger,” she called out.

Chase turned. His face lit up instantly. “Well damn,” he said, grinning. “Lexie Grant in the flesh.”

They hugged—closer than necessary—and Brandon felt his stomach clench as Chase’s hands rested just slightly on her hips before letting go.

“You look…” Chase whistled. “Shit. Hot.”

Lexie smiled without looking away. “You clean up okay too.”

Brandon stepped up beside her and held out a hand. “Hey, man.”

Chase took it with a grin. “Brandon. Been a minute.”

They found a low table near one of the fire pits. Chase sat across from them. Lexie slid in beside Brandon, but not close—she crossed her legs toward Chase, the side of her dress pulling up her thigh just enough to make Brandon stare.

They ordered drinks. Lexie asked for something with tequila and cucumber. Chase got whiskey neat. Brandon stuck with beer.

The conversation started light—gym gossip, mutual acquaintances, Lexie cracking jokes about how lazy she’d gotten since quitting yoga. Chase laughed at everything. Too easily. Too hard.

Brandon tried to insert himself, but it became obvious quickly: this wasn’t going to be an even triangle.

“Remember that one guy,” Lexie was saying, “who used to come to your spin class and nearly passed out every time?”

“Which one?” Chase smirked. “The one who always wore bike shorts with no shame?”

“That’s the one!”

Chase laughed again and leaned forward. “You ever come back to the studio, they’d lose their minds. You know that, right?”

Lexie tilted her head, mock-innocent. “Why?”

“Because you’re a ten. Always were.”

Brandon looked away and took a drink. The alcohol wasn’t doing much.

Lexie didn’t flinch. “Well, thanks. I try.”

Chase shrugged. “You don’t have to.”

There was a beat. A soft moment. Lexie held his gaze a second longer than she should have.

Brandon broke the silence. “So, Chase… still single?”

Chase leaned back, chuckling. “Still allergic to commitment, if that’s what you mean.”

Lexie let out a laugh that was a little too bright. “Some things never change.”

Brandon looked at her, but she didn’t return it.

Chase raised his glass. “To the good old days.”

They clinked.

Lexie’s hand brushed Chase’s wrist when they did.

Brandon felt like he’d been moved to the background of his own life.
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The drive home was quiet.

Lexie didn’t reach for the radio. She just leaned her elbow against the window and rested her chin on her hand, watching the blur of streetlights slide past. Her dress had ridden up again, and she hadn’t bothered to pull it down. One bare thigh glowed in the soft light from the dashboard, the other pressed lightly against the leather seat.

Brandon kept both hands on the wheel, eyes forward, trying to act like his thoughts weren’t a slow burn of panic and arousal twisting in his gut.

“So,” he said finally, voice low. “What’d you think?”

Lexie didn’t look at him. “About Chase?”

“Yeah.”

She waited just long enough to make him sweat. Then: “He’s hot.”

Brandon nodded.

“He’d do,” she added, casually.

The words hit his chest like a warm hand and a cold slap at the same time.

He turned onto their street, the houses dark and familiar, safe little boxes lining the curve of the road like nothing dangerous could ever happen inside them. He parked in the driveway and turned off the engine.

Lexie still hadn’t looked at him.

She opened the door, stepped out, and walked to the front porch in slow, relaxed steps. Brandon followed, the keys cold in his palm.

At the door, she turned to face him.

“I had fun,” she said, voice quiet.

“Me too,” he lied.

Lexie reached up and smoothed his collar, then leaned in and kissed him. It wasn’t a quick peck. It was slow. Wet. Open-mouthed. She tasted like citrus and tequila and something else—something darker, sharper.

When she pulled back, she looked him in the eyes for the first time in miles.

“He liked me.”

Brandon swallowed. “I know.”

She held the silence just a moment longer. Then she opened the front door, stepped inside, and let it shut softly behind her.

Brandon stood there on the porch for a long time. The night air was cool now. Somewhere nearby, a sprinkler clicked on.

Inside, he could hear the faint creak of her footsteps on the stairs.

He didn’t move.
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Brandon gave a fake name at the front desk.

It felt unnecessary. Maybe even stupid. But something about using his real name made it all too official—like putting his signature on a contract he hadn’t fully read. The clerk didn’t ask questions. Just smiled, slid him two room keys, and gestured politely toward the elevator.

The suite was on the fifteenth floor. Not too high, but high enough to dull the sounds of the street and blur the details of the world outside. Inside, it was all soft lighting, low furniture, and expensive fabrics. The air smelled faintly like citrus and wood polish. The bed was massive. The mirrors were clean.

Brandon set down the wine bag and sat on the edge of the couch.

It was too quiet.

He got up again, turned on the Bluetooth speaker by the bar. Smooth jazz started to play, something without lyrics. He hated it instantly and turned it off. The silence came back like a slow tide.

He walked through the space. Living room. Mini bar. Bedroom. Bathroom with a glass shower and clean white towels that looked folded by machine. He checked everything, as if someone might’ve hidden a camera. There were none. He double-checked.

Then he poured a glass of wine and sat back down.

He was sweating.

The collar of his dark shirt itched against his neck. He’d trimmed his beard, styled his hair, even bought new shoes. But none of it made him feel any more ready. He’d imagined this moment a hundred different ways—Lexie arriving, smiling, kissing him. Maybe teasing him. Maybe reassuring him.

But now that the suite was real, now that the keycards were in his pocket and the wine was breathing in the glass, it all felt wrong.

He checked his phone again.

Lexie: Leaving soon.

That was all.

No heart. No emoji. No “I love you.”

He looked at the time. Then the door. Then his wine.

And then—ten minutes later—a soft knock.

He didn’t move at first.

It was like something in his brain stalled, still convinced this was a dream he could wake from.

The knock came again. Two short taps.

Brandon opened the door.

And Lexie walked in.

She didn’t say anything at first. Just stepped past him like she’d been there before. Her heels made soft clicks on the hardwood. Her dress was a deep emerald green, silk or satin, he wasn’t sure. Thin straps. Open back. It hugged her hips and left very little to the imagination.

Her makeup was subtle. Her earrings long. Her hair curled and pulled slightly to one side, the way she used to wear it when they first started dating.

Brandon stared.

Lexie set her purse on the bar, unhurried. “Nice room,” she said.

He tried to find words. “You look…”

She turned slightly, eyebrow raised. “Too much?”

He shook his head. “No. You look amazing.”

She didn’t smile. She walked to the wine, poured herself a glass without asking, and took a sip.

Still, she hadn’t kissed him.

Brandon stepped closer. “You okay?”

Lexie nodded. “I’m calm.”

“You’re not nervous?”

She met his eyes. “Should I be?”

He said nothing.

She took another slow sip and set the glass down.

Then she turned to face him fully and folded her arms.

“Is he coming?”

Brandon nodded. “He said he’s on his way.”

Lexie held his gaze. “Then I guess it’s happening.”

Brandon tried to reach for her hand. She didn’t pull away—but she didn’t grip his either.

It wasn’t that she didn’t love him. It wasn’t that she was angry.

It was that, in this moment, she didn’t need him.

She was already somewhere else.
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They sat on the couch, side by side, but miles apart.

Lexie’s dress caught the glow of the dim overhead light, making the fabric shimmer like it was wet. Her legs were crossed, one high heel dangling lazily from her foot. She held the wine glass in both hands, sipping slowly, as if she had all the time in the world.

Brandon sat forward, elbows on knees, staring at the empty second glass on the table. His shirt felt tighter now. He’d stopped checking the clock after the third time.

She didn’t say much. Just watched the room. The window. The light. Her own painted nails.

“This doesn’t feel real,” Brandon said finally.

Lexie glanced at him. “It’s about to.”

He nodded, then looked away.

She tilted her head. “You can still call it off.”

“I won’t.”

“Are you sure?”

He took a breath. “Are you?”

Lexie turned toward him slightly, one hand trailing her thigh.

“I was waiting for you to chicken out,” she said softly. “Even when we left the house.”

He gave a weak laugh. “You almost seem disappointed.”

Lexie smiled faintly. “I would’ve understood. But no—I’m not disappointed.”

Brandon reached for the wine and poured himself a little more, just enough to busy his hands. His nerves felt like wires wrapped too tight.

Lexie set her glass down and looked at him fully now.

“Still sure?” she asked.

Brandon tried to answer.

And that’s when the knock came.

A short double-tap. Confident.

Neither of them moved at first. It was like someone had pushed pause on the world.

Lexie stood up first.

She didn’t look at Brandon.

She walked to the door, heels clicking softly across the floor, and opened it without hesitation.

Chase stood in the hallway, wearing dark jeans and a fitted button-up shirt, no tie, collar open. He looked like he’d walked off the cover of a casual men’s magazine—smug, polished, and ready for whatever.

“Hey there,” he said.

Lexie smiled. “Glad you made it.”

Chase stepped inside like he’d been invited a hundred times.

“Nice place,” he said, scanning the suite. “Damn. You guys don’t mess around.”

Brandon stood slowly. “Hey,” he said, trying to sound normal.

Chase gave him a quick nod. “Hey, man.”

Lexie closed the door behind him and walked back toward the bar.

“I poured wine,” she said. “But if you want something stronger⁠—”

“Wine’s good,” Chase cut in, watching her walk.

Brandon caught his glance. It wasn’t subtle.

Chase sat on the couch without waiting, one arm draped casually along the back.

Lexie handed him a glass and took her seat again—this time, not beside Brandon.

She sat between them.

Brandon noticed immediately. So did Chase.

Lexie lifted her glass. “To one night,” she said.

They clinked.

Chase smirked. “One night?”

Lexie just smiled and sipped her wine.

No one corrected him.
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They talked for a little while longer. Or at least, it looked like talking. Lexie asked about Chase’s week. Chase made her laugh once or twice. Brandon said nothing. He watched their knees brushing, Lexie’s fingers circling the rim of her wineglass, the way Chase’s eyes dropped to her chest when she leaned forward.

Lexie didn’t call attention to it. She didn’t need to. She knew exactly what she was doing.

After the second glass, she stood up without a word and walked to the center of the room. She faced them both—Chase still seated on the couch, Brandon in the armchair across from him.

The way she looked at them—one to the other—wasn’t shy. Wasn’t nervous. It was... practiced. Like she’d been imagining this longer than Brandon had.

“You good?” she asked Brandon.

He nodded. It wasn’t convincing.

“Okay,” she said.

Then she turned to Chase. “Sit back.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Yes, ma’am.”

Lexie smiled at the sarcasm but didn’t return it. She stepped out of her heels slowly, one foot at a time, and set them beside the couch. Then she reached up behind her neck, fingers disappearing behind the thin strap of her dress.

Brandon’s throat tightened.

The zipper slid down her back like she’d done it a hundred times for someone else.

The dress loosened.

Then it fell.

It didn’t pool around her ankles—it just slipped, like silk always wanted to be on the floor. Underneath, Lexie wore nothing but a lacy black thong. Her breasts were bare, soft under the dim light, nipples already hard.

Brandon’s pulse thundered in his ears.

Chase let out a low breath. Not crude. Just… appreciative.

Lexie didn’t look at either of them right away. She closed her eyes, took a slow breath, and walked to the space between them. She stood there for a moment, completely still, letting the silence stretch.

Then she turned to Brandon.

She stepped close and leaned down, just enough to kiss him.

It wasn’t deep. It wasn’t sexual.

It was soft. Tender. Like a goodbye.

He didn’t even have time to kiss her back.

When she pulled away, she looked into his eyes—and for a split second, he saw something flicker behind hers. Not guilt. Not hesitation.

Just clarity.

Then she turned, lowered herself to her knees between the two men, and looked up.

“Don’t say anything,” she said. “Just watch.”
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Lexie’s fingers reached for Chase’s belt like she already knew the buckle. Smooth, confident, no wasted motion. Chase leaned back, arm along the couch, head tilted slightly to watch her work. He didn’t say anything either. He just let it happen.

Brandon sat frozen across from them, every muscle tight, his jaw locked. His glass trembled slightly in his hand.

Lexie unfastened the button. The zipper came next, quiet and slow.

She looked up once—right at Chase—before tugging the waistband of his jeans down his hips. His cock was already half-hard, thick and curved against his thigh. She didn’t gasp. She didn’t flinch. She looked at it the same way she looked at him when they’d clinked glasses.

Like she expected it.

Chase lifted his hips as she pulled the jeans and briefs down together. He kicked them off without ceremony.

Now fully exposed, he spread his legs wider, just a little. Still relaxed. Still cocky.

Lexie ran her hand along his thigh first—light, teasing. Her fingertips trailed over his skin like she was testing temperature. Then she wrapped her hand around the base of his cock.

Brandon’s stomach flipped.

She stroked him once. Twice. Then leaned forward.

Her lips parted.

The tip disappeared into her mouth, slow and smooth, no rush, no hesitation. Her eyes stayed low, focused. Her breathing didn’t change.

Brandon couldn’t move.

Chase exhaled deeply, his head falling back slightly, one hand flexing against the top of the couch.

Lexie kept going, inch by inch, until more than half of him was inside her. Then she pulled back, her mouth glistening, a fine thread of spit stretching from her lip to his shaft.

Brandon couldn’t feel his legs.

She didn’t pause.

Her rhythm was unhurried but deliberate—like she wasn’t trying to impress anyone, only control the moment. She brought her hand up to match the motion, lips sliding wetly over him, cheeks hollowing. Brandon heard the sound of it, sharp and obscene, echoing in the quiet room.

Then—without warning—Lexie looked up.

Not at Chase.

At Brandon.

Their eyes met.

Her mouth didn’t stop moving. She held him in her throat, halfway down, then slowly pulled back until just the head rested on her tongue. Then she smiled.

With him still in her mouth.

Brandon’s breath caught. His hand tightened around the wine glass until his knuckles went white.

She went back to work like nothing had happened.

Chase let out a low grunt and muttered, “Fuck…”

Lexie’s head moved faster now. Her hand gripped tighter. The sound of her filled the room—slick, rhythmic, powerful.

Brandon sat there and watched. Not because he wanted to. Not because he could help it.

Because he couldn’t look away.
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Lexie pulled her mouth off him with a slick, wet sound, then gave the tip a final slow lick before she sat back on her heels. Her lips were flushed. Her breathing fast but controlled. She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and looked at neither of them.

Chase didn’t move. He just sat there, cock fully hard, his chest rising slowly as he stared down at her like he was sizing her up for something more. Brandon couldn’t tell if it was pride or hunger on his face—maybe both.

Lexie reached behind her hips and slid her thong down. She didn’t make eye contact. She didn’t speak.

She stood up slowly, letting the fabric fall from her fingers to the floor like it didn’t matter anymore.

And then—without a glance at either of them—she straddled Chase’s lap.

Brandon sat perfectly still. The chair creaked under him when he shifted, but neither of them looked his way.

Lexie reached between them, guided Chase into place, and sank down slowly.

She let out a breath—not a dramatic gasp, not a fake moan.

Just air. Real. Raw.

Her eyes fluttered closed.

Chase's hands went to her waist automatically, gripping her hips with the ease of someone who'd done this before. His head tilted back, jaw clenched as she started to move—slow, fluid rolls of her hips, like her body had known this rhythm all along.

Brandon watched the way her back arched, the way her thighs tensed. Her hands rested flat on Chase’s chest, not gripping, just there. Like she was grounded by him.

This wasn’t for show anymore.

She wasn’t checking to see if Brandon was watching.

She wasn’t giving him a performance.

She was taking something for herself.

And Brandon felt it—deep, immediate, and irreversible.

He was no longer the reason she was doing this.

He was just the witness.

Chase’s hands slid up Lexie’s sides, fingers tracing the curve beneath her breasts. She didn’t react to the touch. She just kept moving, hips rising and falling in slow, deliberate motions that grew heavier, deeper, more primal.

Her breathing changed.

So did her sounds.

A moan slipped out—short and quiet—but it didn’t have edges. It wasn’t controlled. It was a sound pulled from her gut, not her throat.

Brandon’s heart pounded.

Chase groaned beneath her, one hand sliding up to grip the back of her neck.

Lexie rode him harder now. Her rhythm sharpened. She let her head fall forward, eyes still closed, lips parted.

Another moan. Louder.

And this time, there was no mistaking it.

She liked it.

She wasn’t pretending.

She wasn’t posing.

She was feeling him.

Every inch.

And Brandon sat there, unable to move, as the woman he loved let herself get lost in another man’s body.
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Chase shifted beneath her, one arm wrapping around Lexie’s waist as he leaned forward and buried his mouth against her chest. She tilted her head back and let him. Her hair fell in loose waves down her spine, sweat already starting to shine on her collarbone.

The motion changed.

It wasn’t slow anymore.

Chase gripped her tighter and started thrusting up into her, hard. Fast. Their bodies collided in sharp, wet sounds that echoed across the suite, no longer masked by jazz or conversation.

Lexie gasped.

The kind of sound Brandon had only heard a few times—and never from this far away.

She braced herself against Chase’s shoulders, mouth open, eyes closed. Her voice cracked as she let the next moan out—high, breathless, broken at the edges.

Then she whispered something.

Brandon couldn’t hear it.

Then she said it again, louder this time.

“Chase…”

Brandon flinched like someone had slapped him.

She said it once more, this time with her forehead pressed against Chase’s. Her mouth hovered near his ear.

“Fuck, Chase…”

Brandon’s chest went hollow.

She wasn’t just saying it out loud.

She wasn’t just calling attention to it.

She meant it.

Chase grunted and grabbed her ass with both hands, holding her down against him with each sharp movement. Lexie’s whole body moved with him now, bouncing in time, one hand clenching his shoulder for balance.

Then came the next sentence—and this one didn’t hide.

“Don’t stop. God, don’t stop—fuck me like that…”

Brandon’s stomach turned.

His hands gripped the chair, fingers curling around the ends of the armrests. He could feel his legs shaking.

She moaned again—longer this time. She rocked forward, then back, riding him with abandon. Not grace. Not slow seduction. Just heat. Just greed. Like she couldn’t get enough.

And then it came again.

“Chase—yes, yes—harder—harder, don’t you fucking stop…”

Brandon shut his eyes.

But the sound didn’t stop.

He could still hear her.

Still hear the slap of skin. The breathless curses. The needy whimpers that didn’t belong to a woman putting on a show.

They belonged to Lexie.

And none of them were for him.
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The chair creaked again beneath him, but Brandon barely noticed. His fingers dug into the armrests like he was holding himself in place by force. His thighs were tense. His jaw clenched so tight it hurt.

He couldn’t feel the wine anymore. Couldn’t feel his legs.

Just her voice.

Just her breathless begging.

Just the slap of skin and the wet pulse of movement that used to be his life.

Chase grunted louder now, rough and primal, his hands sliding up Lexie’s back as he thrust into her with a rhythm that sounded final. Lexie’s mouth opened in a soundless moan, her head falling back, hair sticking to her neck, her body trembling.

Brandon couldn’t take his eyes off her.

She looked beautiful.

Wild.

Gone.

And she wasn't coming back.

Lexie gasped something—too broken to understand—and suddenly Chase flipped her. In one motion, she was on her back on the bed, legs open, feet in the air. Chase was over her, driving into her with a pace that Brandon had never dared to try.

She screamed.

Not in pain.

Not in fear.

Just pure, involuntary pleasure.

She clawed at his back, nails dragging across his skin. Her legs wrapped tight around his waist. Her eyes rolled back as she came, hard, full-body shudders racking through her frame. She bit her lip, and then cried out again.

“Fuuuck—yes—yes, Chase, please⁠—”

Brandon blinked and realized there were tears in his eyes.

Not sobs.

Just hot, quiet streams running down his cheeks.

He didn’t wipe them away.

His heart was still racing. His cock still hard. His hands trembling.

But his chest felt… empty.

The Lexie he knew—his Lexie—was somewhere else now. And she wasn’t pretending.

She didn’t even glance at him.

As she came again—no longer shy, no longer restrained—Brandon stayed exactly where he was.

Watching.

Breaking.

Silent.
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It ended the way all real things do.

Not with closure.

Just stillness.

Chase pulled out of her with a grunt and collapsed beside her on the bed, chest heaving. Lexie lay on her back, arms above her head, legs still parted. Her body glistened with sweat, hair tangled across the pillows, skin flushed and glowing. She stared at the ceiling like she was waiting for her heart to slow down.

Brandon hadn’t moved.

Not a muscle.

Not a sound.

Lexie sat up first. She didn’t look toward the chair. She didn’t speak.

She stood, walked quietly to the bathroom, and shut the door behind her. The soft rush of water followed a moment later.

Chase stood up and stretched, his body lean and unhurried, like this was just another night. He moved to his clothes on the floor and started dressing without looking rushed. No awkwardness. No discomfort.

When he finished buttoning his shirt, he turned toward Brandon.

“That was… something, huh?” he said, grinning.

Brandon didn’t answer.

Chase gave a short chuckle like he didn’t need one. “Anyway. Thanks, man. For real.”

He grabbed his keys from the nightstand and left without waiting for a reply.

The door closed behind him.

A few minutes later, Lexie emerged in a towel. Her skin was damp. Her mascara slightly smudged. Her eyes soft, unreadable.

She didn’t say anything.

She dressed in silence, pulling on a black hoodie, a pair of leggings. Her bra and thong were still somewhere on the floor. She didn’t look for them.

Brandon stood and grabbed the keycard.

Lexie walked past him toward the door.

Neither of them spoke in the elevator.

The ride down was short. The lobby was quiet.

Outside, the air was cool and thick with early morning.

They got into the car. Brandon turned the engine on.

He didn’t put on music.

Lexie sat with one leg folded under her, head leaned against the window. She didn’t look tired. She didn’t look guilty. Just quiet.

Halfway home, her hand slid over and rested on his thigh.

It was light. Gentle. Like it was meant to say I'm here.

Brandon didn’t move.

He didn’t look at her.

He just drove.

When they got home, he parked in the driveway. They sat there for a moment longer than needed.

Lexie finally looked over at him.

“I’m tired,” she said, softly.

Then she opened the door, stepped out, and disappeared into the house.

Brandon stayed in the car.

Staring at the steering wheel.

Still hard.

Still hollow.

Still not ready to go inside.
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The smell of coffee was the first thing he noticed.

Sunlight spilled through the kitchen windows, washing everything in a soft golden glow. The world outside looked calm. Suburban. Safe. Like nothing had ever happened inside the house the night before.

Brandon stood in the hallway for a second, barefoot, rubbing sleep from his face.

He hadn’t heard her get out of bed.

He hadn’t heard her come in at all, actually. At some point he’d wandered upstairs and collapsed face-first into the mattress. She hadn’t spoken. Hadn’t touched him. She just lay beside him—quiet, warm, out of reach.

Now she was already dressed.

Leggings. A loose pink tee. Hair pulled up into a bun. Fresh face. Bright eyes.

Lexie was standing at the counter, stirring cream into her coffee, humming softly.

He stepped into the kitchen.

She looked up. “Hey, sleepyhead.”

Brandon blinked. “Hey.”

She smiled at him—genuine, easy. “Coffee’s fresh. I didn’t know if you’d want some.”

He nodded slowly, then walked to the cupboard and grabbed a mug. His hand trembled just enough for him to notice.

Lexie sat down at the breakfast nook, scrolling through her phone. “It’s supposed to hit ninety again today. I was thinking I might stop by Target later. Need more of that shampoo you like. And maybe some new candles.”

Brandon poured himself coffee.

Lexie didn’t look up.

“Oh—and Cassidy sent me that recipe for those peanut noodles. We should try that this week. You still like cilantro, right?”

He sat across from her, holding the mug like an anchor.

She was scrolling. Casual. Beautiful. Almost glowing.

And completely untouched.

Brandon didn’t know what he expected—tears, guilt, something. But she wasn’t even off-balance.

She was... brighter.

“Lex,” he said quietly.

She glanced up. “Hmm?”

He searched her face.

“You okay?”

Lexie tilted her head, smile still intact. “Of course. Why?”

Brandon hesitated. “No reason.”

She went back to her phone.

He watched her, sitting there in the same kitchen they’d eaten dinner in three nights ago—the night she first said she’d try it once.

And now here they were. Coffee. Weather. Shampoo.

Like it hadn’t happened.

Like it meant nothing.

Brandon took a sip. It burned the roof of his mouth.

He said nothing.

Lexie hummed again.
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Brandon stayed quiet through breakfast. Lexie talked enough for both of them.

She chatted about Cassidy’s new boyfriend—how he was apparently into woodworking and talked like he was from some bad Netflix drama. She joked about repainting the guest bathroom. She wondered out loud if they should finally replace the mattress upstairs.

All while sipping her coffee like her skin didn’t still smell faintly of another man.

Eventually, she stood and took her mug to the sink. She rinsed it, dried her hands on a dish towel, then turned to face him.

“You okay?” she asked.

Brandon nodded. “Yeah.”

Lexie squinted. “You sure?”

He met her eyes. “Can we talk about last night?”

Her expression didn’t change.

She didn’t sigh. She didn’t flinch.

But the smile faded.

“What’s there to talk about?” she asked, keeping her tone soft.

“I just… want to know how you feel.”

Lexie leaned back against the counter. Crossed her arms.

“I feel fine.”

“That’s it?”

“We said it was one night,” she said calmly. “We agreed. You picked the guy. I showed up. It happened.”

Brandon stared at her, searching for something. “And it didn’t affect you?”

Lexie tilted her head. “Why would it?”

“Because it was intense. Because it was real.”

She pushed off the counter, walked toward the table, and sat back down across from him.

“It was real. That’s the point, isn’t it?”

Brandon blinked. “What do you mean?”

“You said you wanted to see me let go. Really let go. That’s what I did.”

He hesitated. “So… you don’t regret it?”

Lexie looked at him for a long moment.

Then she shook her head. “No. I don’t.”

The words sat in the air like steam off a fresh cup.

Brandon looked down at his hands. “Okay.”

Lexie reached out and touched his wrist.

“Don’t do this,” she said gently. “Don’t try to analyze it. It happened. It was one night. Let’s not talk it to death and turn it into some emotional monster.”

Brandon didn’t answer.

She gave his wrist a small squeeze, then let go.

“I don’t want this to be a thing,” she added. “I want us to be okay.”

Then she stood up again, walked toward the hallway, and called over her shoulder⁠—

“I’m gonna go throw in some laundry. You want your gym shorts washed?”

Brandon sat there.

Still.

Silent.

And slowly realizing: she didn’t need to talk about it.

Because she was already okay.
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The living room was quiet, the kind of silence that only houses built on routine could hold. The dishwasher hummed faintly in the kitchen. A bird chirped once, then stopped. The TV was off. Lexie’s slippers tapped down the hallway, then faded into the laundry room.

Brandon sat on the edge of the couch with a grocery flyer in one hand, not reading it.

Her phone buzzed on the coffee table.

He didn’t move at first.

Buzz.

Buzz.

Buzz.

Then it stopped.

The screen lit up. He wasn’t even trying to look—just happened to glance down. But there it was. Glowing.

Chase Durham

Last night was [image: fire]. You’re unreal.

Brandon didn’t blink.

He didn’t touch it.

Didn’t pick it up.

Didn’t breathe.

He just stared at the screen until it faded to black.

She hadn’t blocked him. Hadn’t deleted his number. She hadn’t even muted the notifications.

Her phone buzzed again.

Another message.

He didn’t see the preview this time. Just the name. Same sender. Same tension spreading through Brandon’s chest like slow poison.

Lexie’s footsteps returned a moment later—casual, unhurried. She turned the corner with a small laundry basket on her hip, and the second she saw where his eyes had been, she stopped.

Her gaze shifted to the phone.

Then back to him.

Her smile returned. Not flirty. Not guilty.

Just... knowing.

She set the basket down by the stairs, walked over, and picked up the phone.

She didn’t say a word.

She read the screen, typed a reply—one-handed, casual—then set the phone back down face-down and walked back to the basket.

“You still want to go to the store?” she asked over her shoulder.

Brandon swallowed. “Sure.”

Lexie turned slightly and gave him a warm, relaxed smile.

“I’ll grab my shoes.”

And just like that, the topic dissolved into the air.

Like it had never been there at all.
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They went to the grocery store.

It was normal. Every bit of it. The list on her phone. The way she leaned on the cart and asked if they still had Dijon mustard. The way she held up two different brands of almond milk and made him pick. She hummed quietly while they walked through produce, swaying a little as she browsed the avocados.

She even made a joke in the checkout line. Something about the cashier’s man bun. Brandon smiled. Or maybe he just moved his mouth.

Back home, she unpacked the bags while he stood at the sink rinsing strawberries they didn’t need. She talked about dinner. A new podcast. The price of blueberries. Nothing felt forced, but none of it felt real.

Pretending was easier than trying to make sense of the alternative.

They didn’t talk about the night before. They didn’t talk about Chase. Not once. Not even when his name hovered like smoke between them every time her phone buzzed.

That evening, Lexie lit a candle in the kitchen and danced around the island while a pot boiled on the stove. She poured him a glass of wine. She kept her voice light. She touched his arm once or twice.

But none of it touched him.

Not really.

He felt… padded. Like he was inside a suit made of insulation, hearing her through layers.

The smell of garlic. The flicker of candlelight. The sound of her laughter.

It all landed in front of him, but never reached inside.

Later, when the kitchen was clean and the dishwasher hummed again, Lexie kissed him on the cheek.

“I think I’m gonna go to bed early,” she said.

He nodded. “Okay.”

She smiled at him with soft, warm eyes. “You staying up?”

“Yeah. Just for a bit.”

She leaned in, kissed the side of his face again, and walked upstairs.

Brandon listened to the floorboards creak.

Then the door clicked shut.

He sat alone in the living room, in the glow of the lamp, surrounded by the faint scent of her shampoo and lemon dish soap.

He could have followed her.

He could have asked more.

But he didn’t.

Because pretending was working.

At least for now.
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The sun was starting to dip behind the treeline, but the heat still clung to everything. The wood beneath Lexie’s bare feet was warm, the cushion of the patio chair soft with use and just a little damp from the humidity. Ice clinked gently in her glass as she stirred it with a long spoon, condensation sliding down the side and wetting the table underneath.

She had her legs up, knees bent, toes flexing slowly while the sky burned orange. It had been a quiet day. Errands, dishes, a half-hearted attempt at folding laundry before she’d wandered outside with her tea and her phone.

Brandon was upstairs, showering. He hadn’t said much since dinner.

Lexie glanced at the screen again. No notifications.

She bit her lip.

Then unlocked it.

Messages. Scroll. Scroll.

Chase Durham.

She tapped it open.

The last message was from him. Two days old. Just a flame emoji.

She hadn’t answered.

Not because she didn’t want to.

She just didn’t know what she would have said.

Her thumb hovered over the keyboard. She looked out toward the trees. Somewhere in the distance, a neighbor's lawn mower buzzed lazily through the silence.

She typed:

Hey.

Survived the weekend?

She stared at it for a second. Then hit send.

The second it delivered, she felt her chest tighten.

But not in a bad way.

She took a long sip of her tea, let it sit on her tongue, cold and sweet and sharp with lemon. The glass was slick in her hand, and she shifted her weight in the chair, pulling the hem of her oversized T-shirt over the top of her thighs.

The reply came fast.

Chase:

Barely. Thought about you way too much. You good?

Lexie smiled before she realized she was doing it.

She typed back:

Lexie:

I’m okay. Things are weird. Not bad. Just… weird.

Chase:

Weird good or weird bad?

She paused.

She wasn’t sure.

Lexie:

Not sure yet. Just weird.

A moment passed. Then:

Chase:

You looked amazing that night. Still thinking about it.

Lexie let her head fall back against the chair. The sun was on her skin. She could feel a drop of sweat roll between her breasts, beneath the soft fabric.

She didn’t answer.

Not right away.

Then, after a few slow sips of her drink and one long look back at the door to make sure Brandon hadn’t appeared⁠—

She typed:

Lexie:

You didn’t look so bad yourself.

Chase:

I was hoping you’d say that.

She smiled again.

No guilt. Not exactly.

Just… a tingle. A pull. Something under her skin that hadn’t faded. Something Brandon hadn’t touched in a long time.

She locked her phone and set it down.

But she didn’t put it far.
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It wasn’t a date.

That’s what she told herself when she picked out her clothes.

Not the black dress. Not anything too tight. Just jeans—lightwashed, soft, worn at the thighs—and a plain white tee knotted slightly above the waistband. She didn’t bother with much makeup, just a little bronzer, some lip gloss, and her favorite hoop earrings. Hair up in a loose knot. Natural. Chill. Casual.

She checked her reflection once more in the hallway mirror before grabbing her keys.

Brandon was in the backyard, hosing down the patio chairs.

“I’m running to grab coffee with Cassidy,” she said as she stepped out the door.

Brandon looked up, nodded, gave her a small wave.

She didn’t wait for anything else.

The café was tucked away on a quiet street downtown—one of those hipster spots with handwritten chalkboard menus and ferns in every corner. She arrived early, ordered a cold brew with oat milk, and found a shaded table outside where no one would notice anything unless they were looking too closely.

Chase showed up six minutes late, wearing dark sunglasses and a charcoal-colored Henley rolled to the elbows. He had that same confident lean in his walk, the kind of effortless stride that said I’ve never had to try very hard for anything.

Lexie watched him approach and felt the pulse in her neck speed up.

He sat across from her without saying a word, took off the sunglasses, and grinned.

“You look… unnecessarily good for someone who’s just grabbing coffee.”

She smirked. “You’re lucky I didn’t wear sweatpants.”

Chase waved over the waitress with a nod and ordered something black, no sugar. When the waitress left, he leaned back in his chair, folding his arms as he looked her over.

“So,” he said, voice low and smooth. “Still weird?”

Lexie took a sip of her drink and let the straw rest between her lips a moment longer than necessary.

“Still figuring that out.”

He smiled.

“Is this weird?”

“A little.”

“But you still came.”

She shrugged. “I was thirsty.”

Chase’s eyes didn’t move from hers. “And I’m the only one who makes coffee in town?”

Lexie smirked. “You’re the only one I didn’t need to lie to.”

He laughed quietly, shaking his head. “That almost sounds like a compliment.”

Lexie tilted her drink and watched the ice swirl. “Don’t get used to it.”

They sat in silence for a moment, the street alive with soft traffic and the hiss of milk steaming inside.

Finally, Chase leaned forward, elbows on the table.

“You think about it?” he asked. “After?”

Lexie’s stomach tightened.

She didn’t answer right away.

Instead, she gave him a look—neutral, unreadable, but holding something just behind it.

Chase smiled.

“You don’t have to say it.”

“I didn’t think I was going to,” she admitted.

“And now?”

“I’m here, aren’t I?”

He reached out and brushed her wrist with the back of his fingers—just a light touch, but deliberate.

She didn’t pull away.

Twenty minutes later, when they stood up to leave, Chase offered to walk her to her car. She said no.

But she didn’t mean it rudely.

He watched her go. She knew he was.

As she got in and closed the door, she caught her reflection in the rearview mirror. Her cheeks were flushed.

She was smiling.

And she hadn’t even realized it.
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Brandon stood at the stove stirring a pan of pasta, something he hadn’t made in years. A recipe he used to pull out when they first moved in together, back when Lexie would sit on the counter barefoot with a glass of wine and talk about how they’d furnish the guest room someday. He’d cleaned that room earlier today. Just to do something with his hands.

The table was set for two.

Nothing dramatic. Just candles. Her favorite plates. A folded cloth napkin instead of paper. He even sliced the baguette on an angle like she always did and brushed it with olive oil before toasting it under the broiler.

He didn’t text her. Didn’t announce anything. Just hoped the scent would bring her downstairs.

It did.

She came in with wet hair, pulled into a loose braid, wearing a hoodie and leggings. She paused when she saw the table, the candles. The wine bottle already open and breathing beside the salad bowl.

Her smile was polite. “Wow. What’s all this?”

Brandon shrugged lightly. “Thought I’d cook.”

Lexie walked over to the island and leaned on it. “What’s the occasion?”

“Just wanted to.”

She nodded, brushing a damp strand of hair off her cheek. “Looks nice.”

They sat down. Ate. Talked a little.

Lexie complimented the flavor, asked if he followed a recipe. Brandon said no—he just remembered.

She laughed softly. “I forget how good you are at this.”

He smiled.

The food helped. So did the wine.

She seemed relaxed, maybe even a little touched.

And for a few minutes, it almost felt normal again.

When the plates were pushed aside and her glass was nearly empty, Brandon reached across the table and gently touched her hand.

Lexie stilled.

He let his fingers trace lightly along hers.

Then he stood, slowly, and walked behind her chair.

Lexie tilted her head slightly, lips parting as he leaned down and pressed his mouth to her neck.

She didn’t shiver.

She didn’t lean into it.

She just sat still.

When he moved to kiss her cheek, she shifted slightly—barely, but enough.

Brandon pulled back.

Lexie turned to look up at him, forcing a small smile.

“Sorry,” she said. “I’m just… tired. It’s been a long day.”

Brandon nodded, backing off. “It’s okay.”

She stood and began clearing the table like it was just any other Thursday.

Brandon helped. He didn’t try again.

He watched her load the dishwasher, her movements smooth, distant, like muscle memory.

Something was different.

And it wasn’t going to be fixed with garlic and candlelight.
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The bedroom was dark except for the soft glow of her phone screen. The air was cool, the ceiling fan slow and quiet above her. The sheets were warm around her legs, and the curve of her pillow cradled her head like it had a thousand nights before.

Brandon was still downstairs. She could hear the occasional clink of dishes being put away, the hum of the dishwasher, the faint pad of his bare feet on the tile. He was dragging out the routine, probably hoping she’d still be awake when he came up.

She wasn’t sure if she would be.

Her thumb hovered over the screen as she stared at the message she’d just received.

Chase Durham:

Still can’t stop thinking about you.

No emojis this time. No joking. Just that.

Lexie lay still, one hand beneath her shirt, resting on her stomach, her fingers absently tracing circles over her skin.

She wasn’t surprised to hear from him.

She’d been thinking about him too.

Not obsessively. Not with guilt. Just… often. In flashes. The way his hand had felt on her hip. The low sound he made in her ear. The way he didn’t hesitate.

The way she hadn’t either.

She glanced at the time. 11:42 p.m.

Brandon was probably rinsing the wine glasses now. The ones he’d set out so carefully. The ones she hadn’t touched.

Her screen dimmed slightly, and she tapped it again, blinking the brightness back into her eyes.

She typed slowly:

Lexie:

Me too.

She stared at it.

Not flirty. Not vague.

Just honest.

She hit send.

The reply came quickly.

Chase:

We should talk. In private.

Lexie stared at those words for longer than she meant to.

Her heart didn’t race. Her stomach didn’t flip.

It just felt… inevitable.

She didn’t answer.

Not yet.

She locked the phone and rolled onto her side, drawing the covers higher over her waist.

Her screen lit up once more.

She didn’t check it.

But she smiled faintly into the pillow.
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Lexie stood at the kitchen counter the next morning, spooning peanut butter into her smoothie like it was any other Tuesday. The blender waited beside the bowl of bananas. She wore an oversized T-shirt with the neck stretched out, exposing one shoulder, and cotton shorts that barely reached mid-thigh. Her hair was a little tangled, pulled into a high, loose bun. Bare feet on tile. Calm hands.

Brandon came in behind her, still damp from the shower, rubbing a towel through his hair.

“You’re up early,” he said.

Lexie glanced at him over her shoulder. “Didn’t sleep great.”

He nodded. “Me either.”

She didn’t comment on that. She just reached for the almond milk.

There was a beat of quiet between them—domestic, not tense—but holding something beneath it.

“I was thinking,” Lexie said, turning slightly as she poured, “maybe I should start going back to the gym.”

Brandon looked up from where he was tying his shoelaces. “Yeah?”

She nodded, setting the milk down. “I don’t know. I just feel… out of it lately. Not strong.”

“You look amazing,” he said without hesitation.

Lexie smiled faintly. “That’s not what I meant.”

He stood and walked to the counter, leaning on it across from her. “You want to get back into it?”

“Maybe just a couple days a week. Ease into it.”

“That’d be great,” he said. “You always seemed… I don’t know. Happier when you were moving.”

She paused, caught off guard by the wording. Then nodded. “Yeah. I was.”

Brandon grabbed his keys from the hook. “Do you want help looking up classes? I think they have that barre thing you used to do.”

Lexie hesitated. “I was actually thinking about messaging Chase.”

Brandon stopped. Not stiff, not angry—just surprised.

“Oh.”

“Just to see if he’s still doing training stuff,” she added quickly. “He always knew how to push me without making me feel like crap.”

Brandon smiled, but it was tight. “Yeah, no—I mean, that makes sense. He got results.”

Lexie leaned over the sink and rinsed the spoon, careful not to meet his eyes.

“You okay with that?” she asked.

Brandon shrugged. “It’s just a workout, right?”

She smiled. “Right.”

Upstairs, later, after he left for work, Lexie sat on the bed with her legs folded beneath her and typed out the message slowly.

Lexie:

You still doing one-on-one sessions? Thinking about getting my body back.

The reply came within minutes.

Chase:

For you? Always.

Today work?

Lexie stared at it for a long time.

Then typed:

Lexie:

Text me the address. I’ll bring my sneakers.
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The gym wasn’t the one she used to go to.

This place was tucked behind a warehouse district, through an unmarked door with a keypad lock and no windows. Inside, it was cool and dim—concrete floors, steel equipment, matte black walls. No pop music. No juice bar. No women in groups talking between reps.

Just space. Just weight. Just sweat.

And him.

Chase stood near the squat rack, leaning on the bar like he’d been waiting.

Lexie stepped in quietly, her gym bag slung over one shoulder. Her leggings were deep navy, high-waisted. The sports bra hugged her chest in a way she had definitely chosen on purpose—low scoop, strappy back. Her hair was tied in a high ponytail, a few wisps already starting to slip free from the Georgia heat.

Chase gave her one long, slow look. His smile curved.

“Damn,” he said. “You weren’t kidding.”

Lexie dropped her bag by the wall. “What?”

“About getting your body back,” he said, walking toward her. “But from where I’m standing, I don’t think you ever lost it.”

She smirked, but didn’t respond.

He didn’t offer a clipboard or a warmup plan.

“Let’s stretch first,” he said, nodding to a foam mat.

Lexie sat and extended her legs in front of her. Chase kneeled beside her, guiding her through slow, deliberate movements—forward folds, side stretches, slow rotations of her hips. His hands hovered close, then touched. Light pressure on her back. Fingers on her waist. Adjusting her posture. Helping her breathe.

Every touch lingered a little too long.

And she let it.

“You’re tighter than I remember,” he murmured at one point.

She looked at him sideways. “It’s been a while.”

“I can tell.”

He said it without a grin.

They moved to free weights. Then resistance bands. Then something with her back pressed against a bench while he spotted her—hands under her elbows, chest almost touching hers.

“Keep your core tight,” he said near her ear.

She did.

He didn’t step away between sets. He stood over her as she breathed, letting the silence stretch.

“You still thinking about that night?” he asked finally.

Lexie sat up, sweat clinging to her collarbones. She grabbed her towel and wiped her neck slowly.

“A little,” she said.

“You want to talk about it?”

She looked up at him.

“No,” she said. “Not here.”

His eyes didn’t move from hers.

But he nodded.

“Okay.”

“Can we finish early?” she asked. “I’m starving.”

Chase grabbed a water bottle, tossed it to her. “You want a shake? I’ve got protein stuff back at my place.”

Lexie caught the bottle, took a long sip.

She didn’t answer.

She just grabbed her bag, slung it over her shoulder, and walked toward the door.

Chase followed without a word.
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His apartment was five minutes away—up two flights of stairs in a quiet brick building with gray siding and no elevator. Lexie followed him without asking questions, her shirt damp against her back, heart still beating harder than it should from a half workout.

The place was clean, spare, masculine. Black leather couch. Glass-top table. Weights in the corner. A giant flat-screen. No clutter.

Chase dropped his keys in a bowl by the door and turned to her.

“You want water or the shake first?”

Lexie didn’t answer.

She didn’t need to.

She was already stepping closer.

Chase watched her, unmoving.

Then something broke in the space between them—soft, sharp, electric—and he grabbed her by the hips, pulling her into him.

Her hands went to his chest, then his shoulders, then higher, threading through the back of his hair as his mouth met hers.

The kiss wasn’t gentle.

It wasn’t slow.

It was breathless, and hungry, and full of everything they’d held back at the gym. His lips moved to her neck, biting down just enough to make her gasp, and she clung to him, arching against his body, feeling his hardness already pressing against the waistband of her leggings.

They stumbled backward toward the couch.

Lexie didn’t stop to think.

She didn’t speak.

She didn’t pull away when his fingers slid under her waistband and found skin.

She just let it happen.

Her top came off. The bra followed. His hands roamed freely, his mouth hot and eager on her chest. She pushed his shirt up, over his head, nails dragging along the muscle in his stomach. The couch hit the back of her knees, and she dropped onto it, pulling him down with her.

He didn’t ask if she was sure.

She didn’t ask if he had anything.

Neither of them cared.

He yanked her leggings down, rough and fast, and she helped him, kicking them off with urgency. When he slid inside her, she moaned before she could stop herself—long, high, desperate.

It was nothing like the hotel.

It wasn’t a performance. It wasn’t a fantasy.

It was sweat and skin and the raw sound of her breath breaking in her throat every time he pushed deeper.

Chase held her face in his hands as he fucked her.

Not gently.

Not lovingly.

Just completely.

And Lexie let him.

Again.

And again.

And again.

Until she wasn’t thinking of Brandon at all.
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Lexie pulled into the driveway just as the sun was starting to sink behind the houses. The neighborhood glowed with that end-of-day warmth—sprinklers ticking across lawns, kids biking in loops, someone barbecuing down the street. It was calm. Familiar. Ordinary.

She turned off the engine and sat there for a moment, both hands on the steering wheel, feeling the sweat cool between her shoulder blades.

Her thighs ached.

She didn’t hate the feeling.

She reached for her gym bag on the passenger seat and glanced in the mirror. A few strands of hair clung to her forehead. Her lips were still slightly swollen. Her skin had that unmistakable flush—post-sex, post-sweat, post-something real.

She rolled the window down just enough for fresh air, then got out and walked to the door like nothing had changed.

Inside, the house smelled like laundry and lemon cleaner.

Brandon was under the sink in the downstairs bathroom, tools spread across the tile floor. His shirt was damp with effort, sleeves pushed up, brow furrowed in focus as he worked on the faucet.

He looked up when she walked in. “Hey.”

Lexie gave him a soft smile. “Hey.”

He sat back on his heels, wiping his hands on a towel. “How was it?”

She let her bag slide off her shoulder. “It was good. Tiring.”

“You look flushed.”

“Worked hard,” she said quickly, already moving toward the stairs.

He didn’t stop her. “I’m making chicken later if you’re hungry.”

“Sounds great.”

She didn’t look back.

Upstairs, the shower steamed quickly. She scrubbed hard—hair, skin, under her nails, between her legs—like she could erase the evidence without ever admitting what it was.

She dressed in soft cotton. No makeup. Her hair still damp.

Dinner was quiet. Brandon told her about a coworker’s new boat. She nodded, smiled, asked one or two questions. They watched an episode of something forgettable on the couch. She leaned into him when he put his arm around her. Let herself be held.

Let herself pretend.

That night, she climbed into bed beside him and slipped under the covers.

He slid in a minute later, reached for her without hesitation, kissing her shoulder gently.

She didn’t pull away.

He didn’t ask for more.

She turned out the light, rolled to her side, and waited for her pulse to slow.

She fell asleep before he did.

But not before she felt his hand settle lightly on her hip.
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The morning light came in golden and soft, slipping through the slats in the kitchen blinds and painting narrow bars across the countertop. Lexie moved between the fridge and the sink with quiet ease, her feet bare, her tank top hugging the curve of her back in a way that seemed deliberately careless.

Brandon stood in the doorway, still in his joggers, sipping lukewarm coffee. He wasn’t watching her, exactly. Not in the obvious way. But his eyes followed her movements—slow, fluid, unconcerned.

She had that glow again.

That word popped into his head before he could stop it.

Not the kind of glow people talk about in wedding speeches or wellness podcasts.

Something else.

Something… lived in.

She tied her hair back loosely as she leaned over the sink, and the stretch of her arms lifted the bottom of her shirt just enough to show skin. He caught a flash of the waistband of her workout shorts—thin, black, snug to her hips.

He looked away.

It wasn’t the first time he’d noticed it. The way she moved now. The way she carried herself. There was a looseness in her limbs lately, like her body had remembered something it hadn’t known in years.

A kind of confidence that made him feel, strangely, like a stranger in his own house.

Lexie turned toward the table, holding her smoothie in one hand and her phone in the other, scrolling as she drank. She laughed at something. Not a big laugh, just a soft sound in her throat, and she tilted her head in that way she used to when they first started dating—like the world was flirting with her and she didn’t mind.

Brandon stepped into the kitchen fully now. Set his mug down.

She looked up at him, still smiling faintly.

“Morning,” she said.

“Morning,” he replied.

Her eyes lingered on him a second longer than necessary—just enough to be polite, not long enough to mean anything.

She turned back to her phone.

He watched her take a long sip from the straw.

“You working out again today?” he asked, trying to keep his tone light.

Lexie nodded, not looking up. “Yeah. Chase has me doing some intervals.”

He swallowed that name like a stone.

“Feeling sore yet?”

She finally looked at him again. “In the best way.”

He nodded. “Good.”

She stretched, arms high, then groaned lightly as her spine cracked.

Brandon tried not to stare, but his gaze caught on the dip of her waist, the exposed sliver of skin just above her shorts. Her stomach was flatter. Her shoulders more defined.

She looked… incredible.

And unreachable.

“Hey,” he said, suddenly unsure of what he meant to follow it with.

Lexie tilted her head. “Yeah?”

He shook his head. “Nothing. Just—good to see you looking… strong again.”

Lexie smiled, genuine this time.

“Thanks.”

Then she turned, walked out of the kitchen, and disappeared down the hall—smooth, effortless, like she hadn’t left anything behind.

Brandon picked up his mug again. The coffee had gone cold.

He stared into it.

Wondering if she was glowing from within.

Or from somewhere else entirely.
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The house was quiet in the early afternoon, sun filtering through the blinds in thin white stripes. Lexie lay on top of the comforter, a clean towel still wrapped around her damp hair, her legs stretched out and crossed at the ankles. The cotton of her oversized T-shirt was cool against her skin, her body still humming faintly from the shower—and everything before it.

Her phone rested against her stomach. She tapped it awake.

Messages.

Chase’s name was near the top, right where it had been all week.

She opened the thread.

There were photos. Not naked—nothing that would be scandalous on its own. But suggestive. His hand on her thigh. Her mouth slightly open. A blurry reflection in a gym mirror. The kind of pictures that whispered, we remember.

She scrolled up.

You tasted like sin.

My place again? I won’t take my time this time.

I bet you’re wet just reading this.

Lexie smirked without meaning to.

She was.

But it wasn’t the messages that did it—it was the way she felt reading them. Like someone else. Or maybe like more of herself.

She tapped on a voice memo.

Chase’s voice poured softly through the speaker, low and rough:

You left your smell all over me. I haven’t showered yet. I don’t want to.

Tell me when you’re alone again.

Lexie listened twice.

Then she pressed her lips together and exhaled through her nose.

She wasn’t nervous.

Not exactly.

She wasn’t worried Brandon would find it. He didn’t check her phone. He barely glanced at her screen when it lit up.

But still—she didn’t want the thread there. Not because she felt bad. But because it gave the illusion that this… thing… needed hiding. Like it was shameful. And it wasn’t.

It was hers.

And some things, she decided, didn’t belong in the open.

She scrolled to the bottom.

Pressed.

Delete Conversation.

Confirm.

Gone.

All but one.

Before clearing it, she saved a single image. It wasn’t explicit—just a photo of her taken from the side, on the couch, hair messy, neck arched, Chase’s hand gripping her thigh.

Her eyes were closed.

She looked… taken.

She set it as hidden.

Locked it behind Face ID.

Then turned off the screen and dropped the phone onto the pillow beside her.

The room was quiet again.

Outside, a lawnmower started somewhere down the block.

Lexie reached up, unwound the towel from her hair, and shook it loose across her shoulders.

Clean.

Clear.

Unburdened.
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The light from the hallway cut a soft rectangle across the bedroom carpet as Brandon stepped inside with two glasses of wine in hand. His footsteps were careful. He carried them like a peace offering.

Lexie was already in bed, tucked into the corner with her knees drawn up, one of her old novels folded open in her lap. Her hair was dry now, brushed out smooth, and her legs were bare beneath the loose hem of his old T-shirt.

She looked up when he entered, smiled faintly.

“Bringing me gifts?”

Brandon held out the glass. “Only if you promise not to check the label.”

Lexie smirked. “You got lazy again.”

“It was either this or the twist-off bottle.”

She took the glass, sipped. “You made the right call.”

He climbed into bed beside her, setting his own glass on the nightstand. She leaned back against the headboard, the book forgotten now, her legs stretching out across the sheet as she curled toward him.

They sat like that for a while—quiet, soft. The wine loosened something between them. He made a few quiet jokes. She laughed, even leaned into him once, her head resting against his shoulder for just a beat longer than he expected.

It felt familiar.

It felt like before.

When her glass was half-empty, she set it aside, shifting slightly beneath the covers. Her foot brushed his leg under the blanket.

Brandon turned to her.

“Lex,” he said gently.

She glanced up.

He hesitated, unsure of how to finish the sentence. But she didn’t press him.

Instead, she leaned forward and kissed him.

It wasn’t rushed. It wasn’t heated. It was soft—almost testing.

Brandon responded carefully, his hand rising to her waist, thumb brushing the fabric of her shirt just above her hip. She kissed him again, deeper this time, and he shifted to face her fully, pulling her into his arms as the covers shifted around them.

When his hand slid beneath her shirt and found the skin of her back, she didn’t flinch.

She didn’t hesitate.

She just let him.

Clothes came off slowly. Hesitantly. Her shirt over her head, his fingers fumbling at the waistband of her underwear, the quiet slide of sheets pulled down to the foot of the bed.

He kissed her shoulder, her collarbone, the place just below her ear that used to make her sigh.

She didn’t sigh.

She didn’t stop him either.

When he entered her, she let out a soft breath—but not pleasure. Not pain. Just sound.

They moved slowly.

No rush. No heat. No desperation.

It felt like memory more than intimacy.

Brandon kept his eyes closed most of the time. When he opened them, she wasn’t looking at him.

She had turned her head slightly, her eyes distant, her body moving but not reaching.

He kissed her again—on the cheek this time—and she let him.

They finished quietly. Nothing messy. Nothing loud. No urgency. No aftershock.

When it was done, he stayed there a moment longer, inside her, holding her hips, waiting for… something.

A word.

A sigh.

A touch.

But it didn’t come.

She gently shifted, and he pulled away, settling onto his back as she rolled to the side.

He didn’t speak.

Neither did she.
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The ceiling fan turned in slow, lazy circles above them. One of the blades clicked faintly every few rotations. It was the only sound in the room now—soft, mechanical, hypnotic.

Brandon lay flat on his back, the sheet half pulled over his waist, the skin of his chest cooling in the air. His arm was resting across his forehead. His eyes were open, fixed on the ceiling but not seeing it.

Beside him, Lexie turned over gently, her back to him. The mattress dipped slightly as she shifted, her shoulder disappearing under the blanket, her knees curling up like she was trying to take up less space.

He didn’t reach for her.

She didn’t move closer.

There was a time when they would’ve curled into each other automatically, without thinking—when post-sex meant warmth, kisses, hair tangled between pillows. A shared silence that was soft and full.

Now it felt like an echo chamber. Every breath a little louder than it needed to be.

Brandon blinked slowly, his eyes dry. He exhaled through his nose, once, and tried to find something to say. A comment. A question. Anything that might make her roll back toward him.

But he said nothing.

Because deep down, he already knew.

She was gone.

Not physically. Not fully. But in that invisible way that mattered more than skin.

The way her body responded to him felt polite. The way she kissed him felt like remembering, not wanting. She hadn’t looked into his eyes the entire time. She hadn’t made a sound when she came.

Because she didn’t.

He thought of asking.

Are we okay?

But the question felt like it would only confirm the answer.

So instead, he stared at the ceiling and let the silence press against his chest.

Lexie lay still beside him, her breathing steady. Not sleeping. Just waiting for the time to pass.

Minutes dragged out in long, cold stretches.

Neither one of them touched the other.

Not out of anger.

Just absence.
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Lexie’s fingers moved fast on the screen, barely glancing at the words as she typed them.

Lexie:

I have 30 min.

Don’t care where.

Now.

She hit send and stood up from the cafe table before the message had even marked as “read.” The iced coffee in front of her was still half-full. She left it there, untouched, next to a receipt and a pen she hadn’t used.

Her car was parked down the street in a metered space she didn’t bother feeding. It wouldn’t matter. She wouldn’t be gone long.

Her phone buzzed just as she pulled the door shut.

Chase:

Level 3 stairwell. The one behind the loading docks. You’ll know it.

Lexie didn't reply.

She just turned the key and pulled out fast enough to make the tires whine.

The parking garage loomed like a concrete skeleton. Gray, stripped bare, echoing with distant footsteps and the hollow ring of car doors closing somewhere in the distance.

She took the turn up to level three without thinking. She’d been there before—months ago, maybe longer, when they met for lunch near the courthouse. She hadn’t even remembered it until he mentioned it.

She parked in the corner.

No one else nearby.

She stepped out, her heels clicking softly on the pavement. Her dress was tight—charcoal gray, sleeveless, the kind she could pretend was “business casual” if anyone asked. She hadn’t worn underwear.

She didn’t knock.

She pushed the door to the stairwell open and stepped inside.

The air was cooler in here. Smelled faintly of dust, oil, and old paint.

He was already there.

Chase leaned against the railing, hands in his pockets, dark tee stretched across his chest, sweat already at his collarbone.

When he looked at her, he didn’t smile.

Neither did she.

“Turn around,” he said quietly.

Lexie did.

She heard him step closer, slow and heavy, the sound of his breath changing.

Then his hands were on her hips.

She braced against the concrete wall as he pressed against her back, his mouth at her ear, hot and rough.

“You didn’t even hesitate,” he whispered.

She tilted her head slightly. “Did you want me to?”

His hand slid up the front of her dress, lifting it as he pressed his weight into her.

“No,” he growled.

It was fast.

There were no words for a while—just sounds. Her gasp when he pushed inside her. His grunt as her hips slammed back against him. The scuff of her shoes on the concrete floor. Her fingers bracing on the metal railing, her dress bunched around her waist.

She didn’t close her eyes.

She kept them open, wide, staring at the blank wall in front of her like it was some kind of screen she could project her excuses onto later.

She didn’t say his name.

He didn’t ask.

When she came, it was silent—her teeth sunk into her lip, her body trembling hard enough to make the railing rattle.

Chase didn’t slow down.

He finished with a single curse under his breath, gripping her so hard her hips would bruise. She didn’t care.

Neither of them spoke right away.

Just breathing.

She straightened her dress. Smoothed her hair.

“Same time tomorrow?” he asked, already zipping up.

Lexie glanced back at him. “Let me check my calendar.”

He smirked.

She didn’t.

Back in her car, Lexie pulled down the sun visor and stared at her face in the mirror.

A small streak of mascara under one eye. She wiped it with her thumb.

Her heart was still racing.

But not with guilt.

With life.
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Brandon balanced the brown paper bag in one hand and nudged open the glass gym door with the other. It smelled like sweat and eucalyptus inside—the way all boutique gyms did—mixed with the hum of music too polished to be anyone’s actual workout playlist.

He hadn’t texted first.

That was the whole point.

Just a small surprise.

He figured Lexie might like something warm after a workout—her favorite roasted veggie wrap from that place near her old office. He’d even remembered to skip the feta. She hated feta.

The girl behind the counter looked up as he approached.

“Hey,” Brandon said, giving her a friendly nod. “Is Lexie Grant still around? She’s working with Chase.”

The girl blinked. “Lexie?”

Brandon smiled. “Yeah, she’s my wife.”

The girl tapped a few keys. “Oh. Um… no, sorry. She checked out almost forty minutes ago.”

Brandon paused. “Forty minutes?”

The girl nodded. “Yeah, she had a short session booked today.”

He forced a polite smile. “Got it. Thanks.”

He stepped away slowly, the paper bag still warm in his hand.

Forty minutes.

That couldn’t be right.

He checked the time. She’d left not long after he did this morning. Said she had training at eleven.

It was twelve-fifteen now.

She told him she was doing an extended program—intervals and some recovery stuff. Should’ve kept her there at least another thirty. But maybe she was tired. Maybe Chase finished her early.

Or maybe… no.

No.

He wasn’t going there.

Brandon turned around in the parking lot and headed back toward the car, blinking against the sun.

He hadn’t expected anything to feel off.

But it did.

Just slightly.

Like one thread tugged loose in the corner of a tightly made bed.

He got into the car and set the bag in the passenger seat.

Maybe she was running errands.

Maybe she just wanted to cool off somewhere.

Maybe—

He stopped himself.

He wasn’t going to make himself crazy.

Still, as he pulled out of the lot, something small curled in his gut.

Not a full suspicion.

Not yet.

Just a question.

And he hated that it was even there.
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Brandon pushed open the front door quietly. He didn’t call out.

He knew she was home.

He heard the shower running upstairs. The faint thump of water against the tile. The creak of the pipes. Her voice—just a note of humming—muffled by distance, like she was in another room of another life.

He walked up the stairs.

Not fast. Not slow. Just quiet.

The door to the bedroom was open. Light poured in from the window, spilling across the unmade bed. Her gym bag sat slouched on the floor. Her sports bra dangled over the edge of the dresser. A pair of black heels lay kicked off at the foot of the bed.

Brandon bent down to pick up her towel.

That’s when he heard it.

Buzz.

His eyes flicked toward the nightstand.

Her phone lit up.

Not locked. Just dimmed.

The preview line slid across the screen like it always did.

And there it was.

CHASE DURHAM:

Last time tasted better. Bring that mouth nex⁠—

The message clipped off mid-word as the screen dimmed again.

Brandon stood frozen.

The towel in his hand felt heavier.

He didn’t reach for the phone.

He didn’t need to.

The nausea hit him so fast it caught his breath. He blinked, hard, as if the words might vanish if he looked away and back again.

They didn’t.

He stared at the device like it was a bomb, like one touch would make it all explode.

Then the shower shut off.

Fast footsteps across tile. A drawer opening. The thud of a shampoo bottle knocked over.

He took a step back from the nightstand.

Set the towel down exactly where it had been.

And walked out of the room.

Downstairs, he sat on the couch, hands on his knees, eyes unfocused.

She came down ten minutes later in soft shorts and a fresh T-shirt, her hair wet and twisted in a clip.

“Hey,” she said casually. “Didn’t hear you come in.”

Brandon looked up.

He smiled.

Not fully.

Just enough.

“Brought you lunch,” he said, nodding to the counter. “It’s in the bag.”

“Oh—thanks.”

She crossed to the kitchen and peeked in the bag. “My favorite.”

He nodded again.

She didn’t notice the way he was watching her.

Not yet.
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The sound of silverware on plates filled the space between them. It was the only sound.

No music. No TV. Just the clink of forks and the low rustle of napkins being folded and refolded.

Brandon watched her across the table. Not obviously. Not head-on. Just enough to study the curve of her mouth as she chewed, the way her eyes drifted toward the window instead of him. The distance she didn’t bother hiding anymore.

Lexie looked good tonight.

Hair dry now. Straight. No clip. A soft V-neck that showed the skin at her collarbone, smooth and slightly pink from the sun. Her legs were tucked under her in that casual, careless way that used to drive him crazy—like she was at ease wherever she went, no matter what room she was in.

But he saw it differently now.

Now it looked like comfort in absence.

Like someone who didn’t have to pretend anymore.

“You’ve been quiet,” she said, glancing at him over the rim of her water glass.

Brandon shrugged lightly. “Just tired.”

She nodded. Didn’t push.

“How was training today?” he asked.

Lexie looked up too quickly.

Then smiled. “Good.”

He kept his voice level. “With Chase?”

“Yeah. He’s still got that drill-sergeant vibe, but it works.”

“You were out early.”

She paused, barely noticeable. “We cut it short.”

Brandon nodded once. “Right.”

She went back to her food.

He didn’t.

He just watched her.

Every little tick. Every rehearsed gesture. The casual laugh when she told a story about a podcast she’d listened to that morning. The part where she reached for his hand across the table—briefly, then pulled back as if remembering something mid-motion.

They finished eating.

She stood, collecting plates, humming something under her breath again.

Brandon stayed seated.

“You seem happy,” he said, not looking up.

Lexie turned toward him with a slight smile. “Do I?”

“Yeah.”

“Is that a good thing?”

“Of course.”

He said it like a reflex.

She gave him a long look—curious, maybe even concerned. But not guilty.

She didn’t know.

Not yet.

Later, in bed, she curled against him without hesitation. Her body warm, her breathing even. She whispered something about turning the AC up in the morning.

He didn’t respond.

Just stared at the ceiling, heart quiet.

Not calm.

Just quiet.

In that space between knowing and confrontation.

Where the lie lives loudest.
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The morning started like any other.

The coffee machine sputtered to life. The toast popped too early. The news played quietly on the TV in the background, a weather segment flickering across the screen.

Lexie stood in front of the fridge, barefoot, scanning shelves she’d already checked twice. She was wearing one of his old T-shirts again—soft, faded, thin enough to show the faint outline of her hips in the sunlight cutting through the blinds.

Brandon walked in behind her. She heard him but didn’t turn around.

“Hey,” she said casually.

“Hey.”

That was it.

He moved past her, grabbed a mug, filled it with the last of the coffee without asking if she wanted any. She did. But she didn’t say it.

Lexie watched him from the corner of her eye.

He looked the same—maybe a little tired, hair still damp from his shower, shirt clinging to his shoulders. But something about the way he stood seemed smaller. Like he was holding himself in.

He sat at the table and scrolled his phone with one hand while sipping coffee with the other.

Lexie leaned against the counter. “You working from home today?”

He nodded. “Mostly calls.”

“Cool.”

Nothing else.

No smile. No glance up. No “you look good this morning.” Not even the usual peck on the cheek.

It had been days since the last one.

And she was starting to feel it.

Upstairs, later, she walked past the open bedroom door and saw him sitting at his desk, AirPods in, nodding silently while someone spoke on the other end of the call. His phone lay face down next to the laptop.

When he noticed her in the doorway, he muted the mic for a second.

“What’s up?”

Lexie shrugged. “Just grabbing laundry.”

He nodded.

Didn’t smile.

Didn’t make a joke about how she only ever grabbed laundry when she wanted to snoop through his pockets. That used to be a thing. A small, dumb, funny thing.

Now—nothing.

She turned away slowly, wondering if he even looked at her ass anymore when she walked out.

That evening, she watched him watching her—or rather, not watching her—as she changed into shorts and a tank top before dinner. She deliberately didn’t close the bedroom door. She lingered at the dresser, letting her hands run across her skin, adjusting her strap a second longer than necessary.

Nothing.

Not a glance.

Not even a shift in breath.

He was sitting on the bed, scrolling quietly through his phone.

Her own phone buzzed once, lighting up on the nightstand.

Brandon didn’t look at it.

But he noticed.

She saw the flicker of his eyes in the mirror.

And that flicker was different.

Not curiosity.

Something closer to… confirmation.

At dinner, she tried to talk about the show they used to love.

He nodded, gave a half-laugh when she mentioned a line from an old episode, but the laugh didn’t reach his eyes.

When he stood to clear the table, he didn’t touch her shoulder. Didn’t lean down to kiss her temple. Didn’t make a move like he used to when the kitchen lights dimmed and the dishes were done and the air between them softened.

He just took her plate and walked away.

And she sat there, staring at the spot where he’d been sitting, her fingers still curled lightly around the stem of her wine glass.

It wasn’t distance anymore.

It was disappearance.

And she couldn’t tell if he was pulling away from her…

Or preparing to leave altogether.
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Brandon had just finished brushing his teeth. His shirt was off, towel slung around his shoulders, water dripping from his jaw.

Lexie wrapped her arms around his waist from behind, pressing her cheek between his shoulder blades. She breathed in slow, her fingertips tracing the faint indent of his stomach, following the path of the towel as it hung low across his hips.

He didn’t move.

Didn’t pull away.

But he didn’t touch her, either.

She whispered against his skin. “I miss us.”

He nodded, slowly. "Yeah."

Lexie turned him by the hips, gently, until he was facing her. She looked up into his face, saw something tight behind his eyes—like he was waiting for a question he didn't want to answer.

She kissed him before he could speak.

It was soft. Careful. A test.

Then deeper.

Then more.

Brandon didn’t resist.

But he didn’t kiss her back with hunger. He didn’t grab at her like he used to. He let her guide it. Passive. Controlled.

She pushed him gently toward the bed.

They made love in silence.

Lexie climbed onto him slowly, straddling his hips, her hands flat on his chest. She kissed his neck, whispered things she hadn’t said in months—“I want to feel you,” “Just stay right here,” “Don’t let go.”

Brandon stared up at her. His hands stayed low on her thighs, not pulling, not leading—just resting.

She moved above him with rhythm, breathless but focused. It was the first time in a while that she didn’t think of anyone else. Not Chase. Not the text she hadn’t replied to. Just this—this room, this man, this sinking thing between them she was trying to patch with skin and sweat and closeness.

She came quietly. Pressed her forehead to his chest and stayed there.

He came minutes later.

Still quiet.

Still not looking at her.

They lay there after, unmoving.

Lexie waited.

Waited for his hand to slide along her side.

Waited for the kiss behind her ear.

Waited for the whisper: “I love you.”

It didn’t come.

Brandon reached for the nightstand, pulled the blanket over them both.

Then he turned onto his side, back to her, and closed his eyes.

Lexie lay staring at the ceiling, heart still racing—but not from sex.

Not from satisfaction.

She reached out and touched his back.

Fingertips barely grazing the skin between his shoulders.

He didn’t react.

Not even a flinch.
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The next time she saw Chase, he didn’t touch her right away.

They met in the back of a bookstore. Not the stairwell. Not a hotel. Just a quiet corner near the travel section, where the shelves stood tall enough to block them from view.

Lexie had barely tucked her phone into her purse when he stepped close and said, “You’ve been quiet.”

She looked up, pretending to scan a spine on the shelf. “Busy.”

“You ignoring me now?”

“No.” A pause. “I’ve just had things to deal with.”

“Brandon things?” he asked, voice lower now. Closer.

Lexie didn’t answer.

Chase moved in, chest almost against hers. “You still sleeping with him?”

Her eyes flicked up, sharp. “Don’t ask me that.”

“You are.”

She didn’t deny it.

He took that as confirmation.

“I want a weekend,” Chase said.

Lexie blinked. “What?”

“Not these half-hour drive-bys and bathroom stalls. A real weekend. Your time. No lies. Just me.”

“That’s not⁠—”

“You said you wanted this.”

“I didn’t say I wanted to blow up my life.”

Chase leaned one hand on the shelf beside her head, boxing her in. “You didn’t say you wanted to keep pretending either.”

She stepped aside, brushing past him like she was done—but he caught her wrist.

“Don’t make me chase you.”

Lexie froze.

Her pulse jumped, but not from arousal this time.

He saw it in her eyes and let go.

She pulled her hand back slowly. “You’re not the one who sets the rules.”

Chase raised his eyebrows, the smirk returning. “Aren’t I?”

She didn’t answer.

Didn’t need to.

Because she didn’t walk away.

Not yet.

That night, his texts came faster than usual.

CHASE:

You're mine this weekend. No excuses.

Wear the black dress. The one I pulled up in the stairwell.

Leave your phone in the car this time.

Lexie stared at the screen from the driver’s seat in the grocery store parking lot.

She hadn’t even turned off the engine.

Her fingers hovered over the screen.

She didn’t type anything.

Didn’t delete anything either.

Just stared, her breath fogging the inside of the windshield, her body still warm from the memory of his voice—but colder now than it used to be.
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The bathroom lights were off.

Lexie sat on the edge of the tub in the glow of her phone screen, knees pulled up to her chest, hair damp from the rushed shower she couldn’t remember actually taking.

The tile was cold under her thighs. A line of condensation trailed down the mirror above the sink.

She hadn’t dried off all the way. The towel hung useless on the hook.

Chase’s last message stared back at her from the phone.

Leave your phone in the car this time.

Her thumb hovered over the keyboard.

She could reply.

She could shut it down.

She could say it was over, that it had gone too far, that he wasn’t what she wanted anymore.

But the truth was more confusing than that.

She didn’t know what she wanted.

Not anymore.

She had liked the control. The secrecy. The charge that ran through her when Brandon kissed her in the kitchen, not knowing she still tasted like someone else.

But lately—Chase had started taking something from her.

Not asking.

Not teasing.

Just taking.

And she had let him.

Because part of her believed that losing control was the same thing as feeling alive.

She closed the message without answering.

The screen dimmed.

Then footsteps—soft ones—passed outside the door.

She froze.

Brandon.

She knew his pace. The slight pause before the floorboard outside the bathroom creaked.

He didn’t stop.

He didn’t knock.

Just walked past, down the hall, and into the bedroom.

Lexie waited, holding her breath.

Then tapped her screen again. Locked it. Slipped the phone behind her, between her lower back and the wall.

Like she was a teenager hiding something she didn’t even want anymore.

The fan hummed low above her. A bead of water rolled from her shoulder to her elbow.

She stared into the dark room.

Her body felt wrung out. Not tired. Just hollow.

And for the first time in weeks, she didn’t feel like the one playing the game.

She felt like the one being played.
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“You’ve been really good about your schedule lately,” Brandon said, folding the corner of the newspaper as he looked over his coffee.

Lexie paused, mid-bite, her fork hovering just above her plate.

“I have?”

He nodded without looking up. “Yeah. I feel like you used to be out all over the place. Now it’s gym, home, maybe groceries. Real consistent.”

Lexie gave a small, noncommittal laugh. “Guess I finally got organized.”

He smiled faintly, still scanning the paper. “That’s good.”

She set the fork down carefully.

Something about the way he said it felt wrong. Not mocking. Not sarcastic. Just… measured. Like he was watching her through a crack in a wall she hadn’t noticed until now.

Later that morning, he watched her get ready by the hallway mirror. She wore black leggings and a fitted zip-up jacket, light makeup, her hair up. Simple, but flattering. Casual enough for the gym, but nice enough to walk into any coffee shop afterward and turn heads.

She adjusted her jacket once more, then glanced at him as she slipped on her sneakers.

“Need anything while I’m out?”

Brandon looked up from his phone. “Where you headed?”

“Workout. Then probably a smoothie run.”

“Again?” He tilted his head. “Didn’t you just grab one yesterday afternoon?”

Lexie blinked. “No… that was—Monday, I think?”

He smiled. “Oh. Could’ve sworn it was yesterday.”

She didn’t answer. Just finished tying her shoes.

He added, “Take your time. You’ve been killing it lately.”

Lexie met his eyes in the mirror for half a second.

Nothing in his tone sounded accusatory. No edge. No twist of sarcasm.

But it felt like a line was being walked.

And she wasn’t sure which side she was standing on.

As soon as she left, Brandon got up and opened the trash can.

Receipt near the top. The same smoothie place she said she hadn’t gone to yesterday.

Timestamp: 3:12 p.m.

He stared at it for a second, then folded it in half and placed it back where he found it.

When he returned to the living room, her iPad was still open on the coffee table.

He didn’t touch it.

But he stared at the home screen long enough to memorize the last three open apps:

Messages. Google Maps. Photos.

He said nothing when she got home.

Didn’t ask how the gym was.

Didn’t mention smoothies again.

But that night, when she stripped off her jacket in front of the closet, he said casually:

“You wore that same top last Friday, didn’t you?”

Lexie paused. “I… maybe?”

He smiled again.

“No, I’m pretty sure. You said it was your ‘feel-good’ one. The lucky zip-up.”

He said it like he remembered something sweet.

But he didn’t forget details anymore.

Now he was collecting them.
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Lexie stirred the pot too fast.

The sauce sloshed over the rim, a thin red line streaking down the side and hissing when it hit the burner. She jumped at the sound, then cursed under her breath.

Brandon looked up from the kitchen table. “Everything okay?”

“Fine,” she said, grabbing a dish towel to wipe the stove. “Just distracted.”

He nodded slowly and went back to his laptop. “Long day?”

“Yeah. Lot of little stuff. Nothing big.”

It wasn’t a lie.

But it wasn’t the truth either.

She hadn’t even made it to the gym that day. She’d told him she did. She’d even put on the leggings and jacket. Drove the same route. Parked near the same building.

But instead of going in, she sat in her car in silence for twenty minutes, then circled back home and pretended she’d gotten her workout in.

She didn’t know why she was doing it.

The thrill wasn’t the same anymore.

Now it felt like… habit. A reflex. A game she started for fun and couldn’t find her way out of.

That night, while she was folding laundry on the couch, her phone buzzed from across the room.

She didn’t think.

Didn’t rush.

Just let it buzz again.

Brandon was standing by the bookshelf, pretending to organize a few things. He glanced at the screen as it lit up. She caught the movement in her peripheral vision and froze.

When he turned back, her phone was in his hand.

He held it out to her like a waiter presenting a check.

“Someone’s popular tonight.”

Lexie swallowed. “Probably just Amber.”

Brandon handed it over, then went back to the shelf without saying anything else.

She glanced down.

It wasn’t Amber.

It was Chase.

CHASE DURHAM:

Tired of waiting. You said Friday. Don’t flake.

Lexie didn’t respond. She didn’t even open the message.

Just slid the phone screen-down onto the cushion beside her and picked up another pair of socks to fold.

But her fingers shook just enough to tangle them.

Brandon didn’t look back.

But she knew he saw.

The next morning, she woke up late.

She forgot to feed the cat.

She left her planner at home.

She skipped breakfast and drank two coffees instead, and her stomach cramped halfway through the afternoon.

She was unraveling.

Not because she was afraid of being caught.

But because she no longer knew how to act like she wasn’t already guilty.
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She hadn’t meant for it to happen.

It was supposed to be a quick stop—ten minutes at most. Just toothpaste and almond milk. In and out.

Chase had texted:

I’m nearby. Meet me for five. No pressure.

She should’ve said no.

She almost did.

But something in her thumb moved faster than her brain.

Five minutes.

The store was mostly empty. A sleepy little natural market two neighborhoods over where no one she knew ever shopped.

They walked the aisles like strangers, side by side, no touching, no eye contact. His hand hovered a little too close to hers. He spoke low, near her ear, just enough breath in his words to make her feel lightheaded.

“You’re flaking on me too much.”

“I’m not flaking.”

“You’re scared.”

“I’m not scared.”

“You’re still his.”

Lexie stopped in front of the vitamin aisle and turned to him. “I’m whatever I want to be.”

He smiled. “Then prove it.”

They were at the checkout when it happened.

Lexie had just handed over her card when she heard the voice behind her.

“Lexie?”

She turned.

It was a woman from the neighborhood. Sarah something. Lived two doors down, had two kids, always wore tennis skirts and smelled like dry shampoo.

Lexie smiled instinctively. “Oh—hey!”

The woman glanced at Chase, then back at Lexie. “Didn’t know you shopped out here.”

“Trying something new,” Lexie said, breezy.

“You and your… friend enjoy the day.”

There was a pause.

Just long enough to make the word friend feel heavier than it needed to be.

Lexie forced another smile. “Thanks. You too.”

Hours later, she forgot about it.

Thought maybe it hadn’t been weird. That maybe Sarah didn’t see anything at all. Didn’t care.

Until dinner.

Brandon was drying a plate when he said, casually:

“Ran into Sarah on her walk.”

Lexie’s hand froze around the fork she was rinsing.

“Oh?”

“Said she saw you at the market. You were with someone?”

Lexie didn’t turn around. “Yeah. Friend from the gym. I ran into him by chance.”

Brandon made a soft sound, something between a breath and a chuckle.

“What?”

“Nothing. She just seemed surprised. Said you looked… cozy.”

Lexie finally turned. “We weren’t.”

Brandon met her eyes.

Held them.

Then smiled. “Didn’t say you were. Just passing it along.”

He turned away and picked up the next plate.

Lexie stood still for a long time.

Not because she didn’t know what to say.

But because she didn’t believe the smile anymore.
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The bedroom was dark.

Not soft-dark, not sleepy. Just dark—no lamp, no glow from the hallway, only the faint blue outline of the window where the streetlight bled in through the curtains.

Lexie lay on her side, one leg curled over the sheets, her body facing him.

Brandon was still. On his back. Hands folded across his stomach like he was made of glass.

Neither of them spoke.

Neither had touched the other in over an hour—not even during the ritual of brushing teeth side by side or the quiet shuffle into bed. She’d pulled the blanket up to her chest. He hadn’t moved at all.

She whispered, finally: “You okay?”

Brandon nodded once, slowly. “Yeah.”

“You seem far away.”

“I’m here.”

Lexie waited. The silence after his words stretched long enough to feel like a barrier.

She reached out, fingertips grazing his arm. “Can we talk?”

He turned his head toward her. Not fast. Not aggressive. Just enough that his eyes—dark and unreadable—met hers in the dim light.

“Sure,” he said.

But she didn’t speak.

Because she didn’t know what to say without crumbling.

I kissed someone else.

I slept with someone else.

I didn’t mean for it to go this far.

All of it sat on the edge of her tongue like something sharp she’d swallowed whole.

Instead, she said: “I miss us.”

Brandon didn’t blink. “I know.”

She swallowed. “Do you still want this?”

A long silence.

Then: “I don’t know what this is anymore.”

That landed harder than anything else could have.

Lexie pulled her hand back slowly, pressing her palm to her chest like she could stop something from falling through it.

She turned away from him.

Brandon lay in the dark, unmoving, eyes wide open.

He could feel her breath shifting beside him. The slight shake in it. The way her shoulders curled inward.

He didn’t touch her.

He didn’t speak again.

He was no longer waiting for her to admit it.

He was preparing for what came after.
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It happened on a quiet morning, when things almost felt normal again.

The sunlight made stripes across the floor. Lexie stood barefoot in the kitchen, wearing one of Brandon’s old flannel shirts, sleeves rolled to her elbows, hair tied up in a loose knot. She was cracking eggs one-handed like she always did, humming off-key to something playing low on the speaker.

Brandon leaned against the counter with his coffee, watching the pan, not her.

“Toast?” she asked.

He shrugged. “Sure.”

She reached for the bread. “You always want two pieces, right, Ch⁠—”

She stopped.

Dead stop.

Brandon didn’t blink.

Lexie’s mouth opened slightly, then curved into a smile so fast it felt mechanical.

“I meant babe,” she said quickly. “God. You got me thinking about Chase this morning—he posted the dumbest workout video. I can’t get it out of my head.”

Brandon took a sip of his coffee.

“Yeah?”

She nodded too fast. “He was doing, like, weighted jump squats in cowboy boots. I thought he was going to blow his knees out.”

He smiled, just enough to show teeth. “Sounds like him.”

Lexie turned back to the eggs, her hand shaking slightly as she flipped the pan.

Her skin felt hot, neck prickling.

She hadn’t said the full name.

But she’d started it.

That sharp “Ch—” still rang in the room like a dropped coin on tile.

And Brandon had heard it.

She knew.

Even if he never brought it up, even if he smiled and kissed her on the cheek and said everything was fine—he had heard it.

He was just pretending.

And that was worse.

The eggs sizzled louder than before.

Brandon stepped behind her, set his mug down beside the stove, and rested one hand lightly on her lower back.

“Smells good,” he said.

Lexie nodded.

But her throat felt tight.

He kissed her on the shoulder.

Just once.

Then walked away.
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She left for the gym just after noon.

Said she might stop at the bookstore afterward. Maybe grab coffee. No rush, she added with a smile that barely touched her lips.

Brandon watched her back out of the driveway through the living room window. He didn’t move until she was fully gone—taillights gone, street empty.

Then he went upstairs.

Straight into the bedroom.

Her gym bag sat at the foot of the bed, half-zipped, just like always. She never fully closed it. Never expected anyone to check.

He didn’t hesitate.

Didn’t even feel nervous.

His hands moved with the calm of someone who had already made peace with what he’d find.

Socks. Deodorant. Small towel. Hair ties.

Then—

A zippered pouch on the side.

Brandon opened it slowly.

Inside was a slim black phone.

Not her usual one. Not in any case. No stickers. No fingerprint smudges.

It was powered off.

He stared at it for a moment.

Held it in his hand, weighing it like it might tell him something just by being touched.

Then he pressed the side button.

The screen blinked on.

A simple lock screen. Just time and date.

And a background photo.

His breath caught.

It was Lexie.

A mirror selfie.

Not posed. Not sexy. Just… personal.

She was in a hotel bathroom—one he didn’t recognize—her hair up in a messy bun, a towel around her body, makeup smudged, biting her lip like she was thinking of something filthy and sweet at the same time.

Brandon stared at the image for a long time.

He didn’t try to guess the date.

Didn’t try to unlock the phone.

He didn’t need to.

This was proof.

The real kind.

The kind that didn’t need to be spoken out loud.

He powered the phone down, placed it back exactly where it had been, and zipped the pocket closed.

Then he walked downstairs, opened the fridge, and poured himself a glass of water.

His hand didn’t shake.

Not once.
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The lights in the kitchen were dim. Not moody, not romantic—just enough to see the dishes.

Brandon leaned against the counter, drying a plate. Lexie stood across from him, arms crossed, hip resting against the sink. Her eyes hadn’t left him in over a minute.

“Can I ask you something?” she said softly.

He looked up. “Of course.”

“Have you ever…” She stopped. Picked at her thumbnail. “Made a mistake you didn’t know how to fix?”

Brandon kept drying the plate. Didn’t blink.

“Sure,” he said. “Plenty.”

Lexie nodded slowly. “Yeah.”

She looked down, then back at him. “And did you… tell the person? Or did you wait?”

He tilted his head like he was thinking about it. “Depends on the mistake.”

A pause.

Lexie’s throat bobbed slightly.

She took a step closer. Her voice dropped, almost a whisper. “What if it wasn’t just one? What if it… started as something small. And then it got too far.”

Brandon set the plate down gently.

The silence between them thickened.

He looked at her.

And he smiled.

“I think people always know,” he said. “Even before you say anything.”

Lexie froze.

Her breath caught just slightly.

He kept going. “Sometimes, the person already knows. They’re just waiting to see if you’ll tell the truth.”

Her lips parted.

She wanted to say something. She did.

But it was like standing at the edge of a cliff with her toes curled over the drop—and no wind, no push, no excuse to jump.

Instead, she laughed softly, almost nervously. “Forget it.”

Brandon nodded. “Okay.”

She stepped past him toward the hallway.

But he didn’t move.

Didn’t follow.

He let her go.

Because her almost-confession was all he needed.

And now, she knew he knew.
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The bedroom was quiet.

Lexie had already gone to bed.

She was curled on her side, breathing deep, her face turned toward the wall. If she was pretending to sleep, she was good at it. If she was asleep, it meant she wasn’t worrying nearly as much as she should have.

Brandon stood in the dark, one hand gently parting the curtain.

The street outside was still.

Mostly.

Except for the car.

It had been parked across the street for fifteen minutes.

Too far to see clearly. But not far enough to miss what mattered.

Black SUV. Windows tinted. Engine off. No movement.

Then the door opened.

A man stepped out.

He didn’t move like a neighbor.

Didn’t fumble with bags or keys or a phone.

He stood still. Hands in pockets. Just outside the glow of the streetlamp.

Then he looked up.

Brandon didn’t move.

Didn’t flinch.

Didn’t step back from the curtain.

The man lit a cigarette. The flame flickered, illuminating just enough to show a smirk—or maybe that was Brandon’s imagination.

But he knew.

He knew it was him.

The body. The posture. The casual defiance.

Chase.

He was watching their house.

Not by accident. Not out of curiosity.

Staking it out.

Like he had some right to it.

Brandon watched until the cigarette burned halfway down.

Then Chase dropped it.

Crushed it under his boot.

And got back into the car.

The headlights didn’t come on for another ten seconds. Long enough to feel like a statement.

Then the SUV rolled slowly away, disappearing down the block like it had never been there.

Brandon let the curtain fall back into place.

Behind him, Lexie shifted in bed.

He turned to look at her.

She hadn’t moved much. Just a little sigh. A flick of her fingers near her cheek.

Still asleep.

Still unaware.

Brandon sat on the edge of the bed.

His jaw tight. Hands still.

He wasn’t just watching anymore.

He was waiting.

And soon⁠—

He wouldn’t be.
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The sound of the knife on the cutting board was steady, rhythmic.

Lexie chopped slowly, eyes flicking up every few seconds to glance across the kitchen at Brandon, who was leaning against the counter near the sink, sleeves pushed up, rolling up damp paper towels and wiping down a spot that had already been clean.

She wasn’t used to this.

Not lately.

Not this version of him.

“You’re really in here tonight,” she said, forcing lightness into her voice as she dropped the diced onion into the pan with a soft hiss.

Brandon looked up. “I figured I’d help.”

She stirred the pan. “You don’t usually jump at the chance to dice tomatoes.”

“I don’t usually get invited,” he said, flashing her a smile.

Lexie gave a small, tight laugh. “You always could’ve joined.”

“You always looked like you wanted space.”

“I guess we’ve both been good at pretending.”

Brandon didn’t answer that. He wrung the towel once, then tossed it in the sink.

There was something easy in the way he moved, something too relaxed. His eyes weren’t tired. His shoulders weren’t tense. He looked like he’d had a good night’s sleep and a better dream. Like nothing in his world was pressing down on him at all.

And that’s what unsettled her.

Because her chest felt tight.

Her skin hot, even in the cool kitchen air.

She wasn’t ready for kindness. Not from him. Not now.

Not when she was still hiding a phone in her makeup drawer and memorizing lies like grocery lists.

“Wine?” he asked.

Lexie blinked. “What?”

Brandon gestured toward the bottle on the counter. “I opened that one you like. From Oregon. It’s been sitting too long.”

She stared at it. “Yeah. Okay.”

He poured two glasses.

No hesitation.

No jokes.

No toasts.

Just handed hers to her, fingers brushing lightly as he did.

She watched his face. Waited for the look. The dig. The passive-aggressive remark tucked behind a sip.

Nothing came.

He just turned back to the island and resumed prepping vegetables like he hadn’t been a ghost for the past week.

Lexie took a sip of wine, then set the glass down too hard, sloshing a little onto the counter.

Brandon didn’t react.

She grabbed a dishcloth. Wiped it up.

“You’re quiet tonight,” she said.

“I’m not mad, if that’s what you mean.”

Lexie looked at him carefully. “I didn’t say you were.”

He smiled again, softer this time. “I know.”

She went back to the stove, stirring without watching.

The scent of garlic and onion filled the room.

It should have felt warm.

It didn’t.

Later, as they ate together at the table for the first time in what felt like weeks, Brandon asked about her day.

Like he meant it.

“What time did you get to the gym?” he asked, spearing a piece of roasted carrot with his fork.

Lexie’s stomach tensed. “Around noon, I think.”

He nodded. “Didn’t stay long?”

“No. Wasn’t really feeling it.”

He wiped his mouth with his napkin. “Still went though. That’s more than I would’ve done.”

She let out a short breath. “Are you… being nice?”

Brandon raised an eyebrow. “You say that like it’s suspicious.”

“Lately? It kind of is.”

He leaned back in his chair. Sipped his wine. “Maybe I just want to change the tone.”

Lexie studied his face.

There was no tightness in his eyes.

No tells. No corners of the mouth twitching. No weight in his voice.

If he was faking, he was better at it than she was.

But it wasn’t comforting.

It was terrifying.

Because people only start being gentle when they’ve made up their minds about something.

After dinner, Brandon stood and collected their plates.

“You cooked,” he said. “Least I can do.”

Lexie nodded slowly. “Okay.”

He walked past her with a brush of his hand on the back of her neck—light, warm, familiar.

It made her shiver.

And not in a good way.

She turned, watching him rinse the dishes. Watching how easily he hummed to himself. Watching how calm he was in her home, in her kitchen, in this moment—while she felt like her skin was one wrong word away from peeling open.

Brandon didn’t ask questions that night.

He didn’t bring up anything that would corner her.

But for the first time… she wished he would.

Because this version of him—this kind version—felt like the setup before a verdict.

And she didn’t know if she was meant to speak first, or just wait to be sentenced.
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The plates were scraped clean, silverware resting askew, wine glasses half-full with the last sips they hadn’t noticed they'd stopped drinking.

Lexie sat back in her chair, legs folded under her, arms loose but her hands tight in her lap. Brandon stood at the sink again, rinsing the last of the dishes, humming something that wasn’t a real song—just a melody, like a nervous tick given rhythm.

The kind of sound people make when they’re trying to seem content.

Lexie watched his back.

Watched the way his shirt clung a little tighter when he reached up to hang the towel. Watched the way his shoulders didn’t seem tired anymore.

Her phone was on the counter behind her.

Face-up.

Unlocked.

That was the first mistake.

It buzzed once.

She flinched.

Brandon didn’t turn.

She moved her hand toward it, slow, casual—like it didn’t matter.

The screen lit up before her fingertips reached it.

CHASE DURHAM:

Still wet from last time?

The words felt like a scream in that silent kitchen.

Brandon turned halfway.

Just his head.

Just enough to see the light.

Lexie snatched the phone into her lap, thumb pressing the side button so fast she almost dropped it.

“Everything okay?” he asked, his voice the same.

Casual. Light.

Her heart pounded. “Yeah. Amber. Just being gross.”

He wiped his hands on a towel, nodding. “Classic Amber.”

Lexie forced a laugh. “She thinks she’s funny.”

He gave a half-smile and turned back to the dishes.

Didn’t ask to see it.

Didn’t say another word.

Didn’t press.

And that, somehow, was worse than any fight she could’ve imagined.

Later, she left the phone in the bathroom while brushing her teeth. She tucked it in the drawer beneath the sink—like that would hide it better than anywhere else.

She even turned the notifications off.

When she came back in twenty minutes later, the drawer was open.

Not fully.

Just a sliver.

The phone was still there. Still in place.

But the drawer hadn’t been left that way.

Not by her.

Brandon was in bed, shirtless, lying on his side with the covers drawn halfway up.

He didn’t look up when she walked in.

He just said, “Did you tell Amber I said hi?”

Lexie froze.

Swallowed.

Then forced her voice light again. “No. But I will.”

He smiled against the pillow. “She’ll get a kick out of that.”

Lexie crossed the room with legs that suddenly felt heavy.

She lay down beside him, facing the ceiling.

Eyes wide.

Mind louder than it had ever been.

She didn’t sleep that night.

But she didn’t check the drawer again either.

Because she already knew what the answer would be.
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She touched him first.

It wasn’t bold. It wasn’t needy. It was gentle—her hand sliding over his stomach beneath the blanket, skin warm and smooth, her body curling toward his like it had done a hundred times before.

But tonight, something in the air held still.

Like the house knew better.

Brandon didn’t speak.

He didn’t flinch.

He let her touch him. Let her lips press into his neck. Let her breath settle in that space between wanting and apology.

She moved slowly.

No words.

No urgency.

No performance.

Her mouth found his collarbone, then his chest, then lower. She didn’t ask. Didn’t tease. Just let herself disappear into the space he allowed her.

His hand slid behind her head.

Gently.

Guiding—but not controlling.

When she rose up over him, straddling him beneath the sheets, her thighs shook slightly—not from arousal, but from nerves she couldn’t place.

Brandon looked up at her in the dim light.

His hands rested on her hips. Still. Waiting.

Lexie rolled her hips once, slowly, eyes closing. Then again, more rhythm this time. She felt him inside her, warm and thick, but the connection was quiet. Muted.

Like two actors performing a scene they’d rehearsed but stopped believing in.

She tried to catch his eye, but he was too calm. Watching her like he wanted to memorize the movement but not feel it.

His hands were steady. Thumbs tracing her hipbones. Fingers never pressing hard enough to claim.

He wasn’t pulling her closer.

He wasn’t moaning.

He wasn’t whispering anything.

And for once, that silence didn't feel respectful.

It felt calculated.

She slowed down.

“Brandon,” she said quietly, breathless.

He looked up. “Yeah?”

She hesitated. “Are we okay?”

His hands slid up her sides. Stopped just below her ribs.

“We’re fine,” he said.

Then he sat up beneath her, wrapped his arms around her waist, and kissed her neck.

But it wasn’t a kiss of love.

It was a kiss of study.

Of memory.

Of something more final than she wanted to admit.

When he finished, he didn’t groan. He didn’t breathe hard. He just held her there, chest against hers, both of them sweating, their skin sticking slightly where it touched.

Lexie rested her chin on his shoulder.

He stroked her back with one hand.

Long, slow movements.

Mechanical.

Later, they lay beside each other in the dark. Neither had spoken since.

Lexie curled toward him, pulling the blanket tighter.

He lay flat on his back.

Eyes open.

Hands crossed lightly on his chest.

The ceiling above them didn’t move, but it felt like it was dropping closer with each second of silence.

She wanted to say something.

She didn’t know what.

So instead, she reached for his hand.

He let her take it.

But he didn’t squeeze back.
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Morning light filtered through the blinds in thin, uneven lines. The room smelled faintly of sweat, heat, and something she couldn’t name—a lingering sense of yesterday’s restraint. Brandon was already awake, sitting at the edge of the bed, staring at the floor like he had somewhere urgent to be in thought, though the house was still silent.

Lexie shifted under the sheets, careful not to disturb him, but also careful to appear asleep. Her chest rose and fell in shallow breaths, heart still racing from last night.

Finally, she stretched and whispered, “Morning.”

He didn’t look at her. “Morning,” he said flatly, voice calm, neutral.

The tension pressed against her skin, sharper than it had been in weeks. She wanted to reach for him again, to feel that warmth, to dissolve into it, but she also wanted something else—the thrill of a secret, the dangerous pull of control she had felt when the phone buzzed the night before.

“So… where did you go after I fell asleep?” he asked suddenly, not looking at her, hands clasped in his lap.

Her throat tightened. She forced a casual shrug, an innocent tone. “Just went for a walk. Needed to clear my head.”

He nodded slowly. “A walk.”

Lexie could feel the weight of his gaze, even though he wasn’t actually looking at her. The words she’d spoken were safe enough. But the way he said nothing else made her pulse spike.

“And… alone?” he asked.

Her stomach dropped a little. She wanted to answer yes, just to avoid the question. She wanted to answer yes, just to keep the lie simple. But the lie she wanted to tell was sweeter, riskier, more dangerous.

“Yeah,” she said finally, voice soft, convincing—or at least she hoped it was convincing.

Brandon tilted his head slightly. Still no anger, no shout, no confrontation. Just the steady quiet that somehow felt heavier than a fight.

“Hmm,” he said, and returned his gaze to the floor.

She knew he didn’t believe her. Could see it in the subtle tightening of his jaw, the almost imperceptible shift in posture. But he didn’t push. Not now. Not yet.

Lexie swallowed. Relief and shame tangled in her stomach like coiled snakes. The thrill of the lie pulsed in her veins. She wanted to confess. She wanted to scream the truth. And yet, a small, sharp part of her wanted to keep it hidden, just to feel the quiet tension, just to test the boundaries of his restraint.

Breakfast was quiet. She made coffee, poured it into mugs, and placed them on the counter. Brandon didn’t move. He let her do everything. The silence stretched like a taut wire between them, and every glance, every small motion, was charged.

Lexie tried to catch his eye as she set down his mug. A playful flicker of something daring crossed her mind—she imagined him watching her, imagining another man there the night before. She almost shivered with the thought.

Brandon finally said, “Don’t forget your meeting this morning.”

She nodded, distracted. “Thanks.”

He didn’t elaborate. Didn’t ask any more questions. Just returned to the quiet, staring at the counter, pretending she wasn’t the woman who had been both tender and dangerous in the night’s hours.

She wanted to run back to the bedroom, touch him, see if the restraint had broken, see if he would let her slip again into his arms. But she stayed. Kept her distance. Kept her secret.

Because this game—this silent, unspoken test—was intoxicating. And she knew that today, just like last night, the line between pleasure and danger had blurred.

And for the first time in months, she couldn’t stop thinking about crossing it again.
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The morning was already hot, the kind of heat that pressed against the skin and made movement feel heavier, slower. Lexie pulled on a loose blouse, something airy, and a pair of jeans that hugged her hips just enough to feel a little daring. She told Brandon she had errands to run, though half of her mind was already somewhere else.

Brandon leaned against the doorframe, watching her. He didn’t comment on the way her blouse slipped slightly at the shoulder or the way her hair caught the light. But his eyes lingered longer than usual, and Lexie felt it. Every glance, every quiet observation, made her pulse quicken.

“I’ll be back in a few hours,” she said, grabbing her bag.

“Alright,” he replied, voice calm but measured. “Drive safe.”

She smiled—half sweet, half nervous—and stepped out. The air outside hit her like a wave, thick with summer warmth. She breathed it in and tried to focus on the errands she told herself she had, though the truth was far more intoxicating.

She drove to the edge of town, past streets she rarely explored, until she arrived at a small coffee shop tucked between a dry cleaner and a florist. The kind of place that smelled of roasted beans, old wood, and the faint sweetness of pastries. She didn’t know why she chose it, only that the name had caught her eye on a previous drive, and something about it felt like it might lead her somewhere… interesting.

Inside, it was quiet, just a few people scattered at tables, laptops open, coffee steaming in front of them. And then she saw him.

He was behind the counter, wiping a mug with a cloth that had seen better days. His shirt was casual, sleeves rolled up, revealing arms that were toned but not exaggeratedly so. He looked up at her with a smile that didn’t feel practiced—it felt easy, genuine.

“Hi,” he said. His voice was low, just slightly husky, the kind that made her stomach twist in a way she wasn’t expecting. “What can I get you?”

Lexie’s heart kicked in her chest. “Um… just a latte, please. Medium.”

“Coming right up.” He started preparing the drink, hands deft, movements fluid. “You new around here?”

“I… yeah. Sort of,” she said, feeling heat rise to her cheeks.

He smiled again, and it wasn’t just polite. There was an undercurrent, something teasing, something that made her suddenly aware of the way her blouse clung to her skin in the heat. “Well, welcome. I’m Evan.”

“Lexie,” she replied.

They talked. Briefly, casually. Nothing overt. But every word had weight. The way he leaned just slightly closer, the way he asked questions with a hint of curiosity, the way he let his fingers brush hers accidentally—or maybe intentionally—when handing over the cup.

Lexie felt a thrill she hadn’t felt in weeks. Something daring. Something dangerous.

By the time she left the coffee shop, she was aware of the scent lingering on her skin—coffee, warmth, something electric that she couldn’t name. Her mind raced with the memory of his touch, the sound of his voice, the way he looked at her as if seeing her in a way Brandon hadn’t, or maybe hadn’t yet.

When she pulled back into her driveway, Brandon was on the porch, arms crossed, leaning against the railing, staring at the street as if he had been waiting for her all along.

“You’re back,” he said, voice low. Not accusing. Not relieved. Just… present.

“Yeah,” she replied, brushing hair from her face. “Just a quick stop.”

He didn’t ask more. He didn’t comment on the smell of coffee on her skin, the faint warmth she carried. But Lexie could feel his awareness in every line of his body. The way he straightened slightly. The way his gaze lingered longer than usual on her hands, on her hair, on the curve of her jaw.

She wanted to tell him nothing. She wanted to tell him everything.

Instead, she let herself pass him, smile polite, step inside.

That night, Lexie lay awake, replaying the brief moments with Evan. His laugh, the way he had tilted his head when she said something awkward, the brush of fingers against fingers at the counter. Every image burned in her mind, bright and warm. And beneath it all, a shadow of guilt pressed down—Brandon was there. He always was, even when he wasn’t.

When she finally drifted toward sleep, she imagined him, standing behind her at home, watching, waiting. The thought sent a shiver down her spine—fear and desire tangled together in a way that made her body ache.

Brandon, in the other room, could hear her shifting in the bed. He didn’t move to her. Didn’t call her name. Didn’t reach out. But he could feel it—the weight of her secret, the heat she carried, the unspoken tension that had settled between them like a storm waiting to break.

And as he lay there, staring at the ceiling, he realized something: the game had changed. Lexie was no longer just testing boundaries. She was exploring them. And he… he was powerless to stop it.

The scent of coffee lingering, the thrill of secrecy thick between them, and the unspoken question: how far would they let this go before the line finally shattered?
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The afternoon sun burned down hard, making the air shimmer above the asphalt as Lexie slid into her car. She told herself it was just a walk to clear her head, a quick stop at the small grocery store. But really, she was meeting Evan again, and the thought made her stomach flutter with anticipation and nerves.

Brandon was in the house, likely working on one of his projects, headphones on, lost in a podcast or a video. That knowledge was both comforting and terrifying. Comfortable because she could slip away unnoticed, terrifying because the tiniest slip could shatter the illusion she’d carefully built.

When she arrived at the coffee shop, Evan was already there, leaning casually against the counter, eyes scanning the room. When he saw her, a slow smile spread across his face, the kind that made her knees weak without a word.

“Lexie,” he said, voice low, teasing. “You’re early today. Trying to catch me before my charm wears off?”

She laughed softly, the sound light but charged. “Maybe I just needed another coffee… or maybe I wanted to see you.”

Evan’s smile widened, and she felt it in her core, like an electric current passing through her. “I like that answer,” he said, leaning closer, just enough that the heat from his body brushed hers. “You always know how to keep things… interesting.”

Their conversation flowed, easy and casual at first, but every glance, every brush of hands as he handed her the cup, every tilt of his head drew her in deeper. Lexie’s pulse raced. She could feel herself wanting more, needing more, though she had no idea what “more” would even look like.

Across town, Brandon sat in his study, pretending to focus on his laptop but acutely aware of the faint scent that lingered in the house, the subtle shift in Lexie’s energy even when she was present. He couldn’t place it, not yet. But he sensed something had changed—something undeniable.

His phone buzzed with a message. Not from Lexie. Not yet. But just seeing it there, expecting the usual, made him tense. The normal patterns of their life were being disrupted, and Brandon could feel his control slipping, inch by inch.

Lexie left the coffee shop and suggested a walk along a quiet street lined with old brick buildings and small shops. Evan fell into step beside her, close but not touching. The tension between them was palpable, crackling in the space of inches.

“You’re avoiding me,” Evan said suddenly, voice low. “Not physically, but… I can tell you want this.”

Lexie swallowed hard, heart pounding. “I… I can’t,” she whispered, though her voice trembled more with desire than denial.

He smirked, the kind of knowing smirk that teased and invited danger at the same time. “You don’t have to. Just a touch. Just a taste.”

Her fingers itched to brush against his, to feel him closer, to let herself surrender to whatever this was. She knew it was wrong. She knew the consequences could be catastrophic. And yet the pull, the craving, was stronger than her restraint.

Back at home, Brandon had gotten up, drawn by a sudden urge to check on Lexie. Something in his chest told him to look out the window, to see what she was doing. He didn’t mean to spy—he just… couldn’t help himself.

Through the blinds, he saw her, laughing at something Evan had said, her head thrown back, hair catching the sunlight. She was close, too close, to him. And then, without warning, Evan reached out, brushing his hand along hers. It wasn’t a full touch, but the intention was unmistakable. Brandon’s chest tightened.

He swallowed, unable to look away, unable to move. The sight struck him like a punch to the gut. Lexie’s lips curved into a smile he had never seen before—not with him, not for him. His mind screamed to intervene, to call her back, to stop whatever was happening, but his body refused. He stayed frozen, watching, every instinct screaming both fear and… something darker, more twisted.

Lexie felt it too. A shiver ran through her, not from the heat or the sun, but from the knowledge that someone could see her, that someone’s eyes could pierce through her fantasy. And yet, she didn’t stop. She didn’t pull back. The thrill was intoxicating, burning through her veins like fire.

Evan leaned closer, whispering something in her ear, his breath warm against her skin. Lexie’s knees nearly buckled. She wanted him. Needed him. But then⁠—

The sound of the front door opening echoed behind her, sharp and unmistakable.

Lexie froze. Her heart jumped. She turned slightly, seeing Brandon’s silhouette in the driveway, hand on the door, eyes narrowing as he scanned the street.

Evan’s eyes followed hers, sharp and amused. “Uh-oh,” he murmured.

Lexie’s stomach dropped. She backed away slightly, pressing a hand against her chest, heart hammering. The thrill, the desire, the risk—it all collided at once. She hadn’t been caught, not really, but the brush with discovery left her breathless and trembling.

Brandon didn’t move immediately. He just stood there, quiet, watching, the air thick with unspoken questions, anger, and something more complicated that he didn’t yet understand.

Lexie muttered something about needing to get back, barely able to form the words. She turned and walked quickly toward the car, Evan lingering a step behind, eyes locked on hers, as if daring her to risk it again.

Brandon stayed on the porch, chest tight, hands clenched. The smell of her perfume, mingled with the lingering scent of coffee, filled his nostrils. He could feel his mind fracturing, his control slipping further with every passing second.

Lexie had escaped, but only just. Brandon had seen enough to know the game had shifted, and the danger—the thrill, the betrayal, the sexual tension—was only intensifying.
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Brandon woke before dawn, the faint gray light spilling across their bedroom. His chest felt tight, heavy, as if he’d slept on a pillow of anxiety. Memories of yesterday’s near-discovery churned through his mind like a storm he couldn’t control. Lexie lay beside him, serene, face relaxed, hair splayed across the pillow. Nothing in her appearance hinted at the storm of temptation she had walked through, and that only made his chest tighten further.

He tried to focus on the mundane—coffee, the day’s emails, the list of errands he’d left undone—but his thoughts kept drifting to her. To the way she had smiled, the subtle sway of her hips, the sound of her laugh, so careless and bright when she was near Evan. He’d watched, hidden, helpless. And yet, a part of him, a dark, shameful part, had felt something he couldn’t name, a tension that coiled tight in his stomach and spread heat through his body.

Lexie emerged from the bathroom, brushing her hair with slow, deliberate movements. Brandon noticed immediately—the faint smudge of lipstick on the corner of her mouth, the subtle crease in her blouse, as though she’d tugged at it absentmindedly. She caught him staring and raised an eyebrow.

“You’re quiet this morning,” she said, voice teasing but gentle. “You look… tense.”

Brandon forced a smile, swallowing the lump in his throat. “Just thinking about work. You know… Monday, deadlines, emails.” His tone sounded hollow even to him.

Lexie smirked. “Uh-huh,” she murmured, moving closer to brush a hand lightly against his arm. “You’re distracted by something else, aren’t you?”

Brandon’s chest tightened further. He wanted to ask, to demand, but the words wouldn’t come. He let the moment pass, letting her teasing remark hang in the air, because he knew if he pressed, he’d unravel.

By mid-morning, Lexie claimed she had errands to run. Brandon nodded, though the pang in his chest grew sharper. He tried to convince himself it was normal, ordinary, that she just needed coffee and groceries. But he couldn’t shake the memory of Evan’s hands brushing hers, the way their bodies had leaned together, even for a moment.

Lexie walked through the familiar streets of the small town, careful to keep her pace casual, her demeanor relaxed. She told herself it was innocent, mundane. But the thrill in her chest contradicted that notion with every step. Her phone buzzed—a message from Evan, short and loaded with implication: See you soon?

Lexie’s stomach fluttered. She typed back a vague confirmation, feeling the heat rise in her body, the anticipatory pulse of something she could neither name nor resist.

At a small café, Evan was already there, leaning against the counter as he surveyed the room. When he saw her enter, his smile widened, mischievous and hungry all at once.

“Lexie,” he said, low, teasing, as she approached. “You didn’t tell me you were early.”

“I didn’t,” she replied, letting her voice carry a softness that belied the storm of nerves inside her. “I just… wanted to see you.”

Their eyes locked, and the heat between them ignited almost instantly. Evan’s hand brushed against hers as he handed over her coffee, lingering a fraction longer than it should. Lexie’s pulse spiked. She swallowed, trying to contain a tremor in her fingers.

“Careful,” Evan murmured. “We’re walking a dangerous line here.”

Lexie smiled, biting her lower lip. “I like dangerous.”

Brandon, back at home, tried to work, tried to focus on the laptop, but he couldn’t. Something gnawed at him, a persistent unease. Without thinking, he grabbed his keys and drove to the downtown area, pretending a sudden need for supplies.

He parked discreetly, scanning the streets, and froze when he saw them. Lexie and Evan, walking side by side, laughing softly, hands brushing, bodies leaning slightly toward each other. Brandon’s chest tightened painfully. He could feel a mix of fury, helplessness, and a sickening surge of arousal he hated to admit.

They didn’t notice him, and yet, the sight felt like a knife twisting in him. Evan leaned close, whispering something into Lexie’s ear, and she laughed, her head tilting just enough to let him see the curve of her neck. Brandon’s stomach knotted, the urge to intervene clashing with the dark pull of watching, wanting, needing.

Lexie felt the tension too. The brief glance she caught from across the street, a shadow near the curb, sent her pulse racing. She knew Brandon was close—maybe even watching—but the thrill of that knowledge only fueled the fire between her and Evan. She pressed a hand lightly against his arm as they paused at a crosswalk, letting her fingers linger just enough to ignite sparks, a quiet invitation.

Evan’s eyes darkened with understanding. “I like knowing you’re daring me,” he murmured. “Makes it… more fun.”

Lexie swallowed hard. Her heartbeat echoed in her ears. Every fiber of her body screamed for him, for this moment, but she couldn’t risk it—not fully—not yet.

Brandon’s chest tightened further. He didn’t move, didn’t call out. But the sight of them, so close, so intimate in public, left him breathless, trembling. Desire mixed with jealousy, confusion mixed with rage, and he felt completely, utterly undone.

Lexie noticed his gaze—fleeting, distant, unmistakable—and her stomach sank. She wanted to run, to retreat, to melt into her normal life. And yet, a dark, electric thrill surged through her veins. The danger, the exposure, the risk—it all made her ache in ways that nothing else could.

Evan leaned just a fraction closer, whispering something only for her ears. Lexie’s knees nearly buckled. The street, the sun, the casual pedestrians—they all faded as she teetered on the edge between desire and fear.

And then Brandon took a step forward, heart hammering, voice caught in his throat. He didn’t call her name. He didn’t move to intervene. He just stood there, caught between wanting to confront, wanting to flee, wanting to collapse in agony.

Lexie looked at him, panic and exhilaration warring in her eyes. She pressed a hand to her chest, stifling a gasp, knowing she had to escape before the moment unraveled completely. With a quick, deliberate excuse, she pulled away from Evan and strode toward the coffee shop’s exit, Evan following a careful step behind.

Brandon remained on the sidewalk, frozen, watching, chest tight, mind spinning. The air felt thick, suffocating. He hadn’t touched her, hadn’t spoken, hadn’t intervened—but he had seen enough. And the mix of emotions—jealousy, lust, fear—left him raw, shattered, desperate, more obsessed than he would ever admit.

Lexie had narrowly escaped being fully exposed, Evan had fueled the temptation, and Brandon’s emotional turmoil had reached a fever pitch. The lines between desire, danger, and betrayal blurred, setting up for confrontation, temptation, and escalating intensity.
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Brandon waited in the quiet of their apartment, the hum of the refrigerator and the occasional creak of the floorboards the only sounds. He hadn’t spoken to Lexie since the morning, and the weight of that silence pressed down on him. His chest felt like it was wrapped in lead, every beat a reminder of what he’d seen—her laughing with Evan, the subtle brush of hands, the closeness he could not unsee.

When Lexie finally walked through the door, her expression was careful, composed, but Brandon could read the tension in her shoulders, the slight tremor in her fingers.

“We need to talk,” he said, voice low, deliberate. He didn’t move, didn’t gesture. Just waited.

Lexie paused, setting her keys on the counter. “I… okay,” she said, wary but resigned.

Brandon ran a hand through his hair. “This morning… at the café. I saw you. Both of you. I can’t stop thinking about it.” His eyes met hers, intense, raw. “I don’t know what to feel anymore, Lexie. I want to be angry, I want to yell, but there’s something else. Something that makes me… feel things I hate, but can’t fight.”

Lexie swallowed, the words caught in her throat. “Brandon… I didn’t mean for you to see anything. I wasn’t thinking… I⁠—”

“You weren’t thinking?” he interrupted, voice rising slightly. “Lexie, I saw you laughing, touching him… enjoying it. And part of me, a part I hate, wanted to watch. I can’t stop feeling it. I don’t know if I should hate you or thank you or…” He trailed off, breath catching.

Lexie moved closer, hesitantly, as if measuring the distance between them both physically and emotionally. “I don’t want to hurt you,” she said softly. “I just… I can’t help how I feel. Being with Evan, it’s not about replacing you. It’s… something else. Something I can’t explain. I just know it makes me feel alive, and I…” She paused, voice trembling, “…and I don’t want to lose you.”

Brandon’s jaw tightened. The mix of desire, jealousy, and confusion inside him twisted into something he couldn’t name. His hands itched to reach for her, to pull her close, even as his mind screamed that this could destroy everything.

“You don’t want to lose me?” he asked, voice barely above a whisper, the intensity making her flinch. “Lexie… this is tearing me apart. I watch you, I… I feel something dark and desperate inside me. I don’t know if I can handle it. But I can’t stop.”

Lexie reached out, her fingers brushing his hand lightly. “Then don’t stop. Not yet. I can’t promise it won’t hurt, but I can promise…” She hesitated, searching his eyes. “…that I’m still yours. Always.”

The room grew heavy with unspoken tension. Brandon wanted to speak, to ask questions, to demand explanations, but every word seemed too weak. Instead, he leaned toward her, the pull between them undeniable, the storm of emotions too strong to resist.

Lexie’s lips met his, tentative at first, testing the waters of his willingness, his consent, his desire. Brandon’s hands found her waist, pulling her closer, needing the closeness even as fear churned in his stomach. The kiss deepened, urgent, desperate, full of longing, frustration, and the complex mix of love and lust that had come to define their relationship.

They broke apart for air, foreheads resting together. Neither spoke, but the silence was loaded, each breath heavy, charged with emotion. Brandon felt the ache of jealousy, the sting of desire, and the overwhelming pull of love all at once.

Lexie whispered against his lips, “We can’t stop… not yet. We have to understand this… together.”

Brandon nodded, a shiver running down his spine. “Together,” he echoed, though the word carried a tension that neither of them could fully reconcile.

As they clung to each other, the emotional and sexual charge between them crackled like static, unspoken questions hanging in the air. Outside, the city carried on, unaware of the storm within their apartment—a storm of desire, fear, and the fragile, dangerous bond that held them both together.

This was only the beginning. They had touched the edge of something neither fully understood, and the next steps, the next temptations, would push them further, testing their limits, their trust, and their hearts.
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Brandon sat on the edge of the bed, staring at the city lights outside their apartment window. The glow should have been comforting, but instead it felt like a spotlight, exposing every crack in his chest. Lexie was in the bathroom, the sound of running water masking the shallow rhythm of his own breathing. Every second stretched, heavy with anticipation, dread, and the kind of desire he could neither name nor control.

When Lexie emerged, dressed in a loose silk robe, her hair damp and clinging to her shoulders, Brandon felt that familiar, vicious pull in his chest. She smiled softly, almost apologetically, but it only intensified the ache inside him.

“I thought maybe we should talk again,” she said, stepping closer. “I can’t keep lying… to you, or to myself.”

Brandon’s hands tightened on his knees. “Talk? Lexie, I don’t know if I can talk without losing myself. Every time I see you, I feel… I feel everything. Pain, jealousy, arousal—God, it’s so confusing. I hate that I want it, and I hate that I can’t look away.”

Her fingers brushed against his hand, tentative. “Then don’t look away,” she whispered. “Let yourself feel it. I want you to feel it… all of it. That’s why I’m telling you. That’s why I’m here, with you. I need you to know where I am, what I’m feeling.”

Brandon’s throat tightened. “And if I can’t handle it? What if I break?”

“You won’t,” she said softly. “Not completely. I won’t let you.”

The tension between them was unbearable. Brandon wanted to grab her, hold her, consume her in a mixture of longing and desperation. Instead, he watched as Lexie stepped closer, the silk robe shifting with every movement, revealing the curve of her hip, the line of her neck, the warmth he could almost feel through the air.

“I need to be honest, Brandon,” she said, voice trembling. “There’s someone I saw last night. Just… once. It wasn’t supposed to happen, and it shouldn’t have, but it did. And I can’t lie to you anymore.”

Brandon’s stomach lurched. His pulse spiked, a mix of rage and something darker—excitement he refused to name. “Who?” His voice was tight, brittle.

“Jason,” Lexie admitted, her eyes searching his face for a reaction. “I met him at the gallery. It was… brief, but intense. I couldn’t resist. And I can’t pretend I didn’t enjoy it.”

Brandon’s hands clenched into fists at his sides. His mind screamed, yet a strange heat surged through him. He wanted to curse, to yell, to throw something, but he couldn’t look away. He wanted to see, to understand, to be part of it even if it broke him.

Lexie took a cautious step forward, closing the space between them. “I don’t want to hide it from you. I want you to watch, if that’s… if that’s what we need. Or not watch. I just…” Her voice faltered. “…I just want you to know.”

Brandon swallowed hard, his breath hitching. “Do you want me to watch?” His voice was barely audible.

Lexie’s lips parted slightly. “I don’t know,” she admitted. “Part of me wants to, part of me fears what it would do to you. To us.”

The apartment felt smaller suddenly, the air charged with electricity. Brandon’s chest heaved as he rose to his feet. He stepped closer, close enough to feel her warmth, the faint scent of her skin. “Lexie… if I watch, it might destroy me. But if I don’t…” His voice broke. “…I’ll be haunted.”

Her hand reached up to rest on his chest. “Then don’t hold back. Don’t stop yourself. We’re in this now. All of it. Together.”

Brandon’s mind teetered on the edge of reason. The idea of seeing her with someone else made him ache in ways he could neither articulate nor resist. And yet, part of him wanted nothing more than to fold her into his arms, to claim her even as she gave herself to another.

Lexie’s robe slipped slightly as she leaned into him, a teasing brush of skin against skin that made him shiver. “Do you trust me?” she whispered.

Brandon closed his eyes, swallowing the lump in his throat. “I don’t know if I can. But I do. I trust you. Even if it kills me a little.”

The silence that followed was electric, filled with unspoken promises, fear, and anticipation. They both knew that nothing would ever be the same. The next choice Lexie made, the next man, the next moment of temptation—everything would push them further, deeper into a world where desire and pain coexisted, where love and obsession collided.

And neither of them could turn back.
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Brandon sat on the worn leather couch, the city lights spilling through the blinds, slicing the room into sharp, uneven stripes. His hands rested on his knees, stiff and trembling, and he could feel the dry tightness in his throat. Lexie was in the bedroom, moving about quietly, her robe brushing the floor as she adjusted the lighting and arranged the space. The hum of the air conditioner filled the silence, a low, constant reminder that tonight, everything would change.

He couldn’t look away. Couldn’t stop thinking about what he had agreed to, about the image of her with another man—the way she had described it, how she had sounded when she admitted it. The mixture of fear, lust, and disbelief twisted inside him, turning his stomach and tightening his chest. He felt like a man standing on the edge of a cliff, staring into a chasm of desire he was too terrified to jump into, but unable to step back from.

Lexie emerged from the bedroom, the silk robe barely holding the shape of her body, her hair damp and slightly messy from the shower. She smiled softly at him, a mixture of apology and encouragement, and it was enough to make his knees weak.

“Are you ready?” she asked. Her voice was gentle, but it carried an undercurrent of excitement that made his heart race.

Brandon nodded, swallowing hard. “I… I think so,” he said, though the words felt shaky even to him. He rose from the couch, pacing the small living room like a caged animal, trying to shake off the dizzying combination of fear and anticipation.

The doorbell rang, sharp and insistent, cutting through the charged silence. Brandon’s stomach clenched. This was it. Lexie’s choice, his nightmare and fantasy, standing outside the door.

She opened it, and Jason stepped in—tall, confident, and casual in a way that made Brandon’s chest tighten. Lexie’s hand slid into Jason’s arm, brushing against him lightly. The sight of her with someone else, the way she leaned into him just slightly, almost unconsciously, made Brandon’s breath hitch.

“Hey,” Jason said, smiling at Brandon. “Hope I’m not intruding.”

Brandon’s jaw tightened. “No… come in,” he said, his voice low. He watched as Lexie guided Jason toward the living room, her hand slipping from his arm to rest lightly on his shoulder. The brush of her skin against Jason’s arm sent a shiver through him that was equal parts jealousy and… something else, something darker that made his stomach clench.

Lexie turned to him, her eyes soft but direct. “You can watch,” she said, and her voice was steady, calm, but there was a flicker of challenge in it, as if daring him to look away. Brandon’s pulse spiked. He nodded, unable to speak.

They moved closer together, the space between Lexie and Jason charged with a tension that made Brandon’s teeth clench. Lexie’s robe fell open slightly as she leaned into Jason, the scent of her skin drifting toward Brandon in the air. He could feel it, could imagine the warmth, the movement, the sound of her breath mingling with Jason’s.

Jason’s hand brushed against her back, slow and deliberate. Lexie leaned in, pressing against him, her lips hovering just above his. Brandon’s hands tightened on his knees, his body betraying him, aching with a mixture of frustration and hunger.

And then, without breaking eye contact with Brandon, Lexie kissed Jason. Just a brush at first, teasing, exploratory, and then deeper, more insistent. Brandon felt a raw, aching heat surge through him, and he had to remind himself to breathe.

“I… I didn’t think I could handle this,” he whispered to himself, though Lexie heard, tilting her head to glance at him with a soft, knowing smile. “But I need this,” he added, almost as if confessing aloud to the room.

Jason’s hands moved with increasing confidence, sliding along her sides, cupping her hips. Lexie moaned softly, the sound cutting straight through Brandon, twisting him tighter and tighter until it was almost unbearable. He felt like he was both dying and alive in the same moment, the intensity of the scene overwhelming every sense.

Lexie pulled back just slightly, looking at Brandon, her eyes glinting. “You see why I needed to tell you,” she whispered, her voice trembling with excitement. “You’re part of this. You’re here with me.”

Brandon’s lips parted, his voice caught somewhere between a gasp and a whisper. “I… I know,” he said. “I… I can’t stop watching.”

The room was thick with tension, their breaths mingling, the faint rustle of clothing, the soft moans and gasps echoing in Brandon’s ears. Every movement, every touch, every glance between Lexie and Jason was amplified, magnified, into a sensation that cut straight through him. The scene before him was overwhelming, visceral, and utterly consuming.

And in that moment, Brandon realized he had crossed a line from which there was no turning back. He wanted to stop, to push back, to claim her entirely—but he couldn’t. He was trapped between desire, pain, and the raw, intoxicating pleasure of watching Lexie give herself to another man in front of him.

The night stretched ahead, long and unrelenting. Brandon’s pulse thrummed, his body tense, his mind spinning. He knew this was just the beginning, and yet, he couldn’t imagine ever wanting it any other way.
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Brandon sat at the edge of the couch, fingers gripping the cushions so tightly his knuckles were white. The apartment was dim, bathed only in the amber glow of the city lights spilling through the blinds, but tonight, it felt alive, buzzing with anticipation and a heat he couldn’t quite place. Lexie stood in the bedroom doorway, robe undone, skin flushed and glowing, a teasing smirk tugging at the corner of her lips. She looked at him as if she could see everything he was feeling—and she did.

“Tonight,” she said softly, “we don’t hold back.” Her voice was low, sultry, the words sliding over him like warm liquid. Brandon felt a shiver run down his spine. He nodded, unable to speak, feeling simultaneously terrified and desperate.

Jason stepped in behind her, casual but deliberate, the air around him thick with confidence and desire. Brandon’s chest tightened. The image of Lexie pressed against Jason, their hands moving in synchronized familiarity, sent a jolt of pain and pleasure coursing through him. Every sense was alive, every nerve ending on fire.

Lexie turned, brushing her fingers lightly over Brandon’s arm. “Watch,” she whispered, and the word alone made his stomach knot and his heart pound.

They moved together, slowly at first, Lexie guiding Jason into the rhythm of her body, brushing against him, teasing, letting him explore. Brandon watched, helpless, craving, drowning in the sensation of being both spectator and participant in a scene that was meant to break him.

“Do you like this?” Lexie asked, glancing back at him, her lips curved in a mischievous smile. Her eyes held both challenge and invitation. Brandon nodded, though his voice failed him. He couldn’t tear his eyes away, couldn’t stop the flush creeping over his chest, the tightness in his groin that betrayed him completely.

Jason’s hands roamed with increasing confidence, pressing into her, tracing every curve, every inch of exposed skin. Lexie moaned softly, leaning into him, and Brandon felt a heat inside him that was all-consuming. The sight of her surrendering, giving herself to another man so openly, made something inside him crack, bend, stretch—and ache with need.

She leaned back into Jason, pressing her lips to his neck, biting lightly, and Brandon’s breath caught. His body was reacting on its own, aching to reach, to touch, to claim, but he remained rooted, tied to the couch by desire and a sense of helplessness he’d never known before.

“You want this,” Lexie said, almost as if reading his mind. “You want to see me like this.” The smirk returned to her lips, and the way she said it—soft, teasing, full of promise—made his pulse spike.

Brandon felt his hands tighten, the tension building, the room shrinking around him. Every movement, every brush of skin, every whisper of breath between Lexie and Jason was magnified in his mind, impossible to ignore. He felt like he was both breaking and expanding at once, every nerve raw, every sense acute.

Jason bent her back slightly, Lexie gasping, and the sound echoed through the room, cutting straight to Brandon’s core. He felt his body respond violently, achingly, every cell screaming, every muscle tight with desire he could not release. Lexie’s eyes flicked to him again, holding his gaze, daring him, teasing him, and Brandon’s breath hitched in response.

Time blurred. Every second stretched, every motion charged with intensity. Brandon’s mind spun as he watched her, the scene unfolding before him like a fevered dream he couldn’t escape. He could feel the weight of every touch, every gasp, every whispered word.

Lexie leaned back, arching slightly, pressing into Jason as he moved with deliberate, confident strokes. Brandon’s chest tightened, his body on fire with a mixture of jealousy, awe, and unrelenting desire. He couldn’t stop watching. Couldn’t stop feeling the ache deep inside, the raw, consuming hunger that had been building for weeks, now reaching a fever pitch.

She reached down, brushing her hand against Brandon’s knee, a fleeting connection that sent shockwaves through him. The juxtaposition of intimacy and denial tore at him, every nerve screaming, every pulse a reminder of the boundary he had crossed and willingly remained behind.

Lexie’s voice rose, low and breathless. “Brandon…” she moaned, and even though her lips were pressed to Jason, the sound was for him, a tether pulling him deeper into the storm of lust and emotion. Brandon felt a shudder course through him, body reacting uncontrollably, mind unraveling in the heat of her presence with another man.

Hours—or maybe minutes—passed in a blur of motion and sensation. Brandon remained there, utterly consumed, until the room grew still, the air thick with sweat and scent, and Lexie finally sank back, exhausted and glowing, Jason beside her, his hand resting lightly on her hip.

Brandon’s body ached, raw with need, but there was also a strange clarity in the aftermath. He realized that nothing would ever feel the same again—not the quiet evenings, not the mundane moments, not the slow, steady rhythm of life before this night. He had glimpsed the edge of desire, the boundary between pain and pleasure, humiliation and exhilaration, and he could never go back.

Lexie leaned toward him, her fingers brushing his jaw. “You survived,” she whispered, almost tenderly. Brandon nodded, voice caught in his throat.

“I… I don’t know if I’ll ever be the same,” he admitted. And for the first time, he didn’t fight the confession. The intensity, the pain, the desire—it had changed him, irreversibly.

Lexie smiled softly, pressing her forehead to his. “Good,” she said. “I need you like this.”

And in that quiet, intimate moment, the three of them sat in the charged aftermath, the city lights painting shadows across their bodies, and Brandon understood something he hadn’t before: that some desires couldn’t be unlearned, some nights couldn’t be forgotten, and some love—and lust—was far more complicated than he had ever imagined.


EPILOGUE


The apartment was quiet now, the kind of quiet that only comes after a storm. Brandon sat in his favorite chair, legs drawn up, arms resting on his knees, staring at the faint glow of the city through the blinds. He could still feel it—the heat, the ache, the pulse of that night coursing under his skin like electricity that refused to fade.

Lexie moved around the kitchen, humming softly, making herself a cup of tea. The robe she wore brushed against her thighs as she shifted, and even now, her presence made his heart skip. She caught his gaze and smiled, small, private, full of something he couldn’t name but recognized instantly. Desire. Power. Trust. And maybe, in a way, love.

“Still thinking about last night?” she asked, her voice light, teasing, but not without warmth. Brandon swallowed, feeling that knot of longing and vulnerability tighten again.

“I… can’t stop,” he admitted. “It’s everywhere, all the time.”

Lexie leaned against the counter, sipping her tea, eyes locked on his. “Good,” she said softly, “because I can’t stop either.” Her fingers brushed her lips absentmindedly, a subtle, intimate gesture that made Brandon’s pulse spike.

He realized he wasn’t angry. Not really. Not at her. Not at Jason. Not at himself. He had survived, yes—but more than that, he had seen a side of her, and of himself, that was raw, honest, unfiltered. And he had discovered that desire and love didn’t always follow rules. Sometimes, they thrived in chaos. Sometimes, they burned brighter for being dangerous.

Brandon rose and moved closer, drawn by the magnetic pull of her energy. He didn’t touch her yet—not exactly—but he let himself linger in her space, feeling the warmth, the scent, the lingering heat between them. Lexie tilted her head, inviting, patient, knowing that this moment, too, was theirs to savor.

“I think…” he started, voice low, almost a whisper, “I think I understand now. Not just you, but me. Us. How we work. Even when it hurts, even when it burns.”

Lexie’s eyes softened, and she stepped closer, close enough that he could feel the heat radiating off her body. “It always hurts a little,” she said, “and it always burns. That’s the point. But it’s worth it. Every single time.”

They stood there, the city humming below, the quiet settling around them, and Brandon felt a strange peace, one he hadn’t thought possible. The ache was still there, the rawness of his desire intact—but it was tempered now by understanding, by acceptance, by a knowledge that what they shared was bigger than fear, bigger than shame, bigger than anything ordinary life could contain.

He reached out, finally, letting his hand brush hers. The touch was electric, a gentle spark that carried everything: memory, anticipation, love, and lust. Lexie leaned into it, pressing lightly against his palm, and for a moment, everything else—the city, the world outside, the consequences—fell away.

“After the fire,” she murmured, “we’re still here.”

Brandon nodded, lips quirking into a faint, tired, satisfied smile. “Yeah,” he said. “Still here. And I think… I wouldn’t want it any other way.”

And in that soft, quiet moment, after the storm, after the heat, after everything that had burned them both and remade them in the process, they simply existed together. No rules, no shame, no hesitation—just the two of them, bound by fire, desire, and an understanding that some connections were unbreakable, even when they hurt.

The city lights flickered, the night deepened, and Brandon realized, with a strange, thrilling certainty, that this was only the beginning of a new kind of life. One that would burn as bright, as messy, and as intense as they dared to make it.

And for the first time, he didn’t want to look away.
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His Fantasy, Her Power

He begged for honesty. He wasn’t ready for the truth.

The Trophy Wife’s Rebellion

She was a perfect picture: red dress, diamond smile, every word smoothed for show. But Sadie Wilson is done being a trophy on a shelf. One hot night by the glowing pool, she takes what she wants—and her husband sees everything.

The Rules She Wrote

She didn’t lie. She didn’t apologize. She wrote the rules—and he obeyed.
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