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The yoga mat released a faint smell of rubber, mingled with sweat, the scent stubbornly lingering despite repeated rolling and stuffing it into the closet. Lydia pressed her palms firmly onto the mat's textured surface, fingers splayed wide to stabilize herself in downward dog. Her phone suddenly buzzed loudly against the polished hardwood floor—once, twice, then fell silent. The third buzz was longer, more insistent—a clear call. She exhaled slowly, allowing her heels to sink an inch closer to the ground, then pivoted onto her buttocks, reaching out to grab the vibrating phone without glancing.

"Lydia." The voice on the other end was smooth, familiar in a way that made her stomach tighten, not in fear but with a nostalgic ache—like a muscle remembering an old workout after years of disuse.

"Daniel." She didn't mean to say his name out loud, but it escaped her, hanging between them like an unspoken promise. Ten years had passed since she'd last heard that voice, yet her body remembered the exact pitch—the subtle rise and fall, the faint rasp at the end—and the way it used to curl around her name late at night in hotel rooms, whispering secrets. The phone suddenly felt too warm against her ear, as if carrying a weight of memories she hadn't realized she still carried.

"You're still doing yoga at seven on Saturdays," he said, not as a question but as a straightforward statement, as if he had been keeping meticulous track. A prickling sensation ran down her spine as she realized how well he knew her routines. She could vividly picture him—his dark hair just beginning to show streaks of silver at the temples, and those thick, expensive glasses he stubbornly refused to replace, even when the frames had become scratched and outdated.

"Kensington Capital needs you," he continued before she could reply, his voice steady and commanding. "Not as an analyst. As CEO." There was a pause, heavy with significance. "My CEO." The way he emphasized those words—deep, measured—made her instinctively press her thighs together, a subconscious response rooted in old habits. The atmosphere in her apartment suddenly thickened, the air dense and sticky with memories she had long buried beneath spreadsheets, quarterly reports, and promotions.

She could hear the faint hum of his home office in the background, the same cramped space where she'd once unbuttoned his crisp button-down shirt as he feigned concentration on the quarterly reports on his laptop. Back when she was married. Back when she was someone else—someone less cautious, more reckless. "Why now, and why me?" she asked softly, her finger tracing the frayed edge of her yoga mat, where the rubber had started to peel and curl. The line went silent for a moment—just long enough for Lydia to notice her own heartbeat pounding loudly in her ears, echoing in the quiet room. She could almost hear him thinking, that deliberate pause he used to take before sliding a contract across the oak table or placing his hand gently on her thigh in the back of a sleek town car, the tension thickening the air between them.

"You're the one because you're the only one who ever told me no," Daniel finally said, his voice honest and unguarded. The sincerity surprised her, lacking the polished, assertive tone she remembered from boardrooms. Instead, it was rough and strained, as if he'd been chewing on the words for years. "And because I've spent a decade building something that can't run without you."

Lydia laughed sharply, and the sound suddenly echoed off the bare walls of her apartment. "Bullshit. You built empires without blinking," she declared. She stood abruptly, the damp yoga mat clinging to her bare legs as she moved toward the window, her footsteps silent on the hardwood floor. Morning sunlight spilled across her cluttered kitchen, casting a warm glow that illuminated the layer of dust coating the old coffee machine she rarely used.

"I built sandcastles," he replied calmly. A faint rustling sound followed—perhaps fabric, or him leaning back in the ultra-luxurious leather armchair, its polished mahogany frame gleaming in the sunlight, a chair she remembered straddling him in during better days. "You were the one with the talent to make them last. Without you to run things in the future, the firm will crumble," he added softly, his voice tinged with both conviction and regret. “It’s time for me to step aside. I’ll still be Chairman, but I need you to run the show.”

Lydia pressed her forehead against the cool, smooth glass of the window, gazing out at the cityscape below, still muted in the soft hue of dawn. Daniel's words settled into her ribs like heavy stones—unyielding and undeniable. She could picture him vividly in that chair, his fingers drumming impatiently against the polished armrest, a controlled restlessness lurking beneath his composed exterior. Always controlled. Except when he wasn't.

"You don't need me," she said softly, though the protest sounded hollow even to her own ears, betraying her. Her stomach coiled tightly around the truth—a complex mixture of longing, anxiety, and unresolved tension. Lydia had missed this— not merely his presence but the sharpness of their exchanges, the way he could dismantle her defenses with a single, carefully chosen sentence, leaving her feeling exposed and vulnerable.

"I do need you," Daniel said. "And you want it. Don't pretend you don't." The certainty in his voice grated against her, but he wasn't wrong. She'd spent years clawing her way up the corporate ladder, only to hit a ceiling that seemed immovable. CEO. The word pulsed in her temples.

A pigeon landed on her windowsill, cocking its head at her. Lydia exhaled. "What's the catch?"

The catch, when it finally arrived, wasn't what she had anticipated. "No catch," Daniel said calmly, his voice dropping into that smooth, quiet register that used to send shivers down her spine. "Just your signature on this document." He paused briefly before adding, "And dinner tonight—where we can discuss the terms more thoroughly."

Lydia's fingers trembled against the windowpane. Dinner. A decade ago, that word had meant cozy rooms with plush beds and his lips grazing her neck as her wedding ring pressed into his back. Now, it hovered between them—ambiguous, fraught. "Seven thirty," she found herself saying, as if another voice guided her tongue. "Where?" 

Daniel chuckled softly, his tone warm and knowing. "The old steakhouse on 5th. They still serve that wine you liked—" He paused suddenly, and Lydia's stomach tensed. He remembered. Of course, he remembered. The realization made her skin flush with heat.

She ended the call without saying goodbye, tossing the phone onto the couch where it sank into the cushions like a guilty secret. The apartment suddenly felt too quiet, the hum of the refrigerator too loud. Lydia stared at her reflection in the window—wild-haired, barefoot, wearing leggings with a hole near the ankle. Not CEO material. Not yet.

Her phone buzzed again, this time not Daniel but Mark. "You free for brunch? I’m in the city," the message read. Her thumb hovered over the screen. Her ex-husband’s texts always came through like this—casual, as if their divorce had been nothing more than a scheduling hiccup. They still hooked up. It had been six weeks. Seven other men, all strangers. She needed someone she knew.

Brunch at Mark’s hotel was a welcome distraction, as was her orgasm and the pulsing feel of his cock in her throat. The afternoon of sex cleansed her thoughts. She didn’t think about Daniel’s offer until she was walking back to her brownstone alone as the sun set over the park.

––––––––
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THE SCALDING SHOWER water seared her skin, yet Lydia didn’t turn the knob to stop it. Instead, she allowed the burning sensation to persist, gazing at the steam as it curled around the bathroom mirror until her own reflection vanished into the mist. Ten years earlier, she would have hurriedly chosen an outfit that struck a balance between professionalism and seduction, garments that subtly conveyed, ‘I still want you’ through their seams. Now, she mechanically toweled off, her hand rummaging through her closet until she found the navy suit she had worn to last year’s shareholder meeting—the one with the sharply tailored, razor-sharp lapels that made junior analysts flinch and straighten their backs when she passed by.

The suit fit differently now—tightening at the waist where she’d gained a little weight, the sleeves riding up slightly from the muscles she’d built in boxing classes. She studied herself in the full-length mirror, turning sideways. CEO material? Perhaps. Still, the thought of Daniel’s eyes tracing those same lines made her palms sweat. She yanked open her jewelry box, fingers bypassing her wedding ring—still tucked in its velvet slot after all these years—to grab pearl studs. Neutral, unremarkable, safe.

At 7:28 PM, Lydia stood outside the upscale steakhouse, watching couples filter through the revolving glass door, the warm glow of indoor lights contrasting with the cool evening air. She’d arrived early on purpose—another old habit, arriving first to stake out territory and ensure she had a moment to collect herself. The hostess, a petite woman with a welcoming smile and perfectly manicured nails, recognized Daniel’s name instantly. “Mr. Kensington’s table is ready,” she murmured softly, gesturing toward the dimly lit alcove at the back of the restaurant. Of course, he’d reserved the most secluded booth, tucked away from the main dining area and away from the bustling bar. Of course, he’d told them her name. The booth was exactly as Lydia remembered—deep, chocolate-brown leather that seemed to swallow her whole, positioned just far enough from the noisy kitchen to drown out clattering plates and shouting chefs but close enough to catch the tantalizing scent of searing beef and roasted garlic. Lydia slid into the seat, her thigh sticking slightly to the smooth upholstery. The hostess placed a sleek, black leather menu in front of her, a knowing smile on her face. "Mr. Kensington said to start you with the '09 Bordeaux, a fine vintage from France," she said softly. "He'll be five minutes."

Lydia's fingers twitched anxiously over the wine list. Of course, he’d pick the year they had gotten drunk in Napa after closing the Mercer deal—the year she’d unzipped
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