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RAIN SLAPPED THE WINDOWS like it was trying to warn her. Maybe it was. The whole damn sky was angry, restless, as if it knew what she didn’t. Or maybe it knew exactly what she did and just couldn’t scream loud enough to stop her. Julia stood in the living room, barefoot, her fingers digging into the back of the leather couch, eyes locked on the door like it might open on its own and explain everything. But it didn’t. It never did. It just sat there like him—quiet, still, and full of things she hadn’t asked for.

It wasn’t supposed to go this far. That’s the part that kept clawing at her brain. It was just one lie. One small shift of the truth. A twist, a bend. Not even a full betrayal, not then. But that’s the thing about desire—it listens to no one, obeys nothing. It grew inside her like fire in dry grass, devouring common sense, eating up the space between who she was and what she needed. And now, here she was, waiting for a man who’d broken everything except her craving for him.

He said he had to go. No reason. No explanation. Just a low voice at her ear and that look in his eyes that always made her knees forget how to hold her. She should’ve asked more questions. She should’ve demanded answers. But she didn’t. Because when Ben touched her, the world stopped spinning like it owed him that much. When he kissed her, everything else turned down to a whisper, and she let it. She wanted to believe he was different. Not softer. Not safer. Just hers. That was the worst part—he never promised her forever. And still, she believed him anyway.

She moved now, pacing, the hem of her shirt brushing against her thighs as she crossed the room. The rain blurred the glass, but her thoughts were clearer than they’d ever been. She remembered the first time she saw him. Standing by the bar like the room bent around him. Hair a mess, tie loose, mouth curved in that way that made everything feel like an invitation. He didn’t talk first. He didn’t have to. He watched her. That kind of watching that strips you without touching, holds you without a hand. She knew right then that no matter how hard she fought it, she was going to fall. And fall hard.

And she did.

It started simple. A drink. A laugh. A night. Then another. Then too many. He never told her what he did. Not really. He dodged the details like they didn’t matter, kissed her so thoroughly she forgot to ask again. But her gut always knew. There was something behind that smile. A shadow. A secret. Something with teeth. She just didn’t care—not until he disappeared. Not until everything started making sense too late.

She walked to the fireplace, touched the framed photo that shouldn’t still be standing. The two of them at the lake. Sunlight on his face. Her mouth pressed to his cheek, like even in that moment she was trying to keep him. Hold him still. Keep him honest. But he was never still. Never honest. And she never wanted him to be. That was the truth that ruined her—the part that kept her up, made her skin itch when the nights got too quiet. She hadn’t wanted a safe love. She wanted a consuming one. And she got it.

He never told her what he was protecting her from. Only that it had to be done. Only that it was bigger than the both of them. She didn’t care. She told him that. She shouted it. Screamed it into his mouth the last night they were together, while her hands dragged him closer and her heart begged him not to leave. But he did. Like all men who love in silence and lie in shadows. He left without a goodbye. Without a plan. Without anything except the memory of his skin against hers and the taste of regret.

Three months passed. She counted them by the bruises that never faded and the nights that never ended. She’d tried to move on. Dated a man with a steady job and a quiet voice. Let him hold her. Let him believe she was okay. But she wasn’t. She kept waiting for Ben to show up in every wrong kiss, every right touch. And he never did. Because he wasn’t coming back. Or maybe he couldn’t. Either way, it felt the same—like drowning in something warm and dying with a smile.

The phone buzzed on the kitchen counter. She didn’t move. She couldn’t. Her legs were stiff with panic, hope, confusion. She stared at it, waiting for the screen to light again. And it did. Unknown number. Of course it was. He wouldn’t use his name. Not now. Not ever. She grabbed it before it stopped ringing, breath caught somewhere in her chest.

She didn’t say hello. Neither did he.

Static. A pause.

Then—Julia.

Her knees gave out, and she sat on the cold tile like gravity had just remembered she existed. That voice. That damn voice. She’d memorized it like a prayer. She’d tried to forget it like a sin. Neither worked.

Ben, she said, her voice smaller than she wanted it to be. Like she was twelve again, afraid to wake her father.

I need you to listen, he said, each word wrapped in something sharp. I can’t stay on. I just need you to do one thing.

She wanted to scream at him. She wanted to cry, to laugh, to demand why the hell he thought he could just call and—

Please, he said. And that was it. That one word. That was all it took. Because she was still in love with him. Because she still wore his lies like a second skin. Because no matter what he’d done, no matter what came next—she would always answer that call.

What? she asked.

There’s something coming, he said. I didn’t leave because I wanted to. I left because I had to. And now they know about you.

Who?

Silence.

Ben, who?

I can’t tell you that. Just leave the apartment. Now. I’ll send someone. Don’t trust them. Don’t trust anyone.

And just like that, the line went dead.

She stared at the phone like it might bring him back, like it might offer more, like it might make sense of anything. But it didn’t. It was just another goodbye she hadn’t agreed to. Just another way he left her holding the mess.

But he was right about one thing—desire never keeps secrets. And hers had been bleeding through her skin since the day he walked in. Now everything was falling apart, and all she had was that voice and the weight of something unfinished.

She stood, pulled on a jacket, grabbed the keys. She didn’t know where she was going. But her body did. Her body remembered his. It remembered the nights. The sweat. The breathless pleas. The promises he never made but always implied. That was the thing about Ben—he never lied with words. Just with silences. With the
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