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  Chapter one
The Newcomer


Alan dominated the weight room with calculated swagger, his reflection multiplied across the wall of mirrors as he grunted through his final rep. The barbell clanged against the rack, the sound an exclamation mark on his superiority. He wiped sweat from his forehead and flexed, admiring the way his biceps bulged, how his chest puffed proudly beneath his sweat-soaked tank. The familiar rush of being the alpha dog in this testosterone-filled playground surged through him, masking the quiet voice of inadequacy that nagged beneath his bravado. 
"Need another spotter for the next set?" A lanky gym-goer hovering nearby asked, voice hopeful.
"Stay on your toes this time," Alan barked, settling back on the bench. "Last set you nearly fucked me when the weight shifted."
The man nodded eagerly, positioning himself behind the bench as Alan gripped the barbell again. Alan sucked in a deep breath, focusing on the burn that would come, the sweet pain that reminded him he was building something better than what nature had given him.
From his reclined position, Alan caught sight of Paige across the gym. She was deep in a squat, her toned ass curved perfectly in those tight leggings he'd bought her last month. Her blonde ponytail swayed with each controlled movement, a few strands of hair clinging to her damp neck. He watched as she rose, the muscles in her thighs flexing, and felt a twinge of possessive desire. Two guys nearby had paused their routines, openly staring as she bent forward to adjust her weight.
"Fucking vultures," Alan muttered, pushing the bar up with renewed vigor. "My woman."
He knocked out ten reps, each one more aggressive than the last, fueled by the thought of those men looking at what belonged to him. When he racked the weight, he sat up quickly, running a hand through his short hair as he continued to watch Paige. Her sports bra revealed just enough cleavage to make his mouth water, the material clinging to her curves as she moved.
Paige caught his gaze and smiled, a private thing that seemed to say, 'Later.' That smile was a promise, a reminder of how she'd moan beneath him tonight. Alan nodded back, his chest swelling with pride. Everyone here could look, but only he got to touch, to fuck, to own.
As he reached for his water bottle, a dark thought slithered through the pride: If she knew how much he compensated, how the aggressive workouts and dominant attitude were armor against his most shameful insecurity, would that smile still be there? Would she still look at him with desire if she had something to compare him to?
The gym door swung open, pulling Alan from his spiral of doubt. The man who walked in wasn't just big, he was massive. Tall, dark-skinned, with muscles that stretched his shirt in ways that spoke of power beyond aesthetic. Every movement radiated natural athleticism and confidence. Even in a room full of fit bodies, this guy stood out like a lion among house cats.
"Who the fuck is that?" Alan asked nobody in particular, watching as the newcomer nodded casually to the front desk staff.
The spotter followed Alan's gaze. "New guy. Heard he's some kind of pro athlete or something."
Alan felt a strange discomfort as the man moved to the squat rack not far from where Paige was finishing her set. She stood up, water bottle in hand, and Alan didn't miss how her eyes locked onto the newcomer, following his powerful stride. Worse, he didn't miss the slight parting of her lips, the subtle rise and fall of her chest that wasn't just from exertion.
"Fuck this," Alan muttered, rising from the bench. He grabbed a pair of heavy dumbbells, positioning himself where Paige could see him, where the new guy would have to acknowledge his presence. He curled the weights with exaggerated form, veins popping along his forearms with the strain.
The newcomer loaded the squat bar with plates that made others in the vicinity exchange impressed glances. He moved with casual self-assurance, as if the weight was nothing special. Paige had switched to stretching, but her routine now seemed to involve a lot more bending and positions that showcased her flexibility, all while glancing in the newcomer's direction.
Alan's jaw clenched. He set the dumbbells down with a controlled thud and walked over to the squat rack.
"Mind if I work in?" Alan asked, his voice deliberately challenging.
The man looked up, dark eyes appraising Alan without a hint of intimidation. "Sure thing, bro." His voice was deep, resonant, the kind that vibrated in your chest. He extended a hand. "Luther."
"Alan." He gripped Luther's hand firmly, squeezing harder than necessary, but Luther's grip remained solid, unfazed.
"You're hitting some serious weight," Alan commented, nodding at the loaded bar.
Luther shrugged. "Just warming up. Been traveling for work, gotta shake off the road."
Alan eyed the bar. It was at least fifty pounds heavier than his personal best. "Let me get a set in first," he said, trying to sound casual. "Need to finish strong today."
Luther stepped back. "All yours."
Alan positioned himself under the bar, aware that Paige was watching now. He lifted it from the rack, the weight immediately sending warnings through his lower back. Fuck, it was heavy. But he was committed now. He descended into the squat, thighs burning, pride the only thing keeping him from dropping the weight.
One rep. Two. By the third, his form was slipping. On the fourth, his knees wobbled dangerously, and Luther stepped forward.
"Got a spotter if you need," Luther offered, hands hovering near the bar without actually assisting.
"I'm good," Alan grunted, forcing out a fifth rep before racking the weight, his legs trembling with the effort. He stepped back, trying not to show how taxed he was.
Luther nodded respectfully, then stepped under the bar himself. He lifted it with an ease that made Alan's struggle look pathetic, dropping into perfect squats that showed years of disciplined training. Eight reps later, he racked the weight, barely winded.
"Good weight," Luther said with a genuine smile. "Keeps you honest."
Before Alan could respond, Paige appeared beside them, her face flushed.
"Hey, babe," she said to Alan, but her eyes slid to Luther with naked curiosity.
"Hey," Alan replied, slipping an arm around her waist possessively.
"Luther," the big man introduced himself, extending his hand to Paige. When she took it, his large fingers enveloped hers completely.
"Paige," she said, her voice softer than usual. "First time here?"
"Yeah, in town for a few months. Needed a decent gym." Luther's eyes moved appreciatively over her athletic form, lingering just long enough to be noticed. "Looks like I found the right place."
Paige laughed, the sound light and flirtatious. "Seems like it. Well, welcome."
Alan watched them, a sickening heat churning in his gut. The way Paige was looking at Luther. It was the look she gave him when they first met, but amplified.
"We should get going," Alan interjected, his hand tightening on Paige's waist.
"Nice meeting you both," Luther said, eyes still on Paige. "Hope to see you around."
As Alan pulled Paige away, he felt something shift between them, an invisible current of attraction that wasn't flowing toward him. He looked back once to see Luther watching them leave, a knowing smile playing on his lips.

      ***Steam billowed around their bodies as Alan turned the shower knob, the water temperature rising with his lingering irritation from the gym. He watched water sluice down Paige's naked back, over the curve of her ass that had drawn too many eyes today. His eyes. Luther's eyes. The thought of that massive fucker openly admiring what belonged to him rekindled a possessive heat in Alan's groin. He needed to reclaim her, mark his territory. Remind her who she came home with.
"Water's perfect," Paige murmured, tilting her head back to wet her hair, the motion pushing her breasts up and forward. Water droplets clung to her nipples before trailing down her flat stomach.
Alan moved behind her, pressing his chest to her back, hands circling to cup her tits. They fit perfectly in his palms, firm from countless bench presses and pushups. His cock hardened against her ass, not quite reaching as high as he wished it would.
"You were showing off today," he said, pinching her nipples lightly. "Bending over like that during your stretches."
Paige leaned back against him, her hand reaching behind to stroke him almost absent-mindedly. "Just normal stretches, babe." Her fingers were gentle, almost tentative as they wrapped around his length, the touch feeling more like assessment than passion.
"Bullshit. You knew everyone was watching." His voice turned husky as he slid a hand between her legs, fingers parting her folds. "Including that new guy."
She stiffened slightly at the mention, then relaxed, shifting her stance wider. "Luther? I barely noticed him."
The lie hung between them, dissolving in the steam. Alan's fingers circled her clit, working it with practiced motions while his other hand gripped her breast more firmly.
"I dominated that place before he showed up," Alan muttered against her ear, his ego still bruised from the squat rack showdown. "Did you see me benching? Three-fifteen for reps, babe. Beast mode."
"Mmm," Paige responded, the sound neither confirmation nor denial.
Alan turned her around, pushing her against the cool tiles, mouth finding hers in a demanding kiss. His tongue pushed past her lips, claiming her mouth the way he intended to claim her body. But something was off. Her response was mechanical, her hands resting on his shoulders rather than pulling him closer.
He broke the kiss, studying her face. Her eyes, usually locked on his during intimate moments, seemed distant, focused somewhere beyond his shoulder. Water streamed down her face, her flushed cheeks making her look aroused, but Alan sensed the disconnect.
"What's wrong?" he demanded, hand moving to stroke himself.
"Nothing," she answered quickly, too quickly. Her eyes finally focused on him, a forced smile appearing. "Just tired from the workout."
Alan's hand moved faster on his cock, his ego requiring reassurance. "You know what you need? A different kind of workout." He spun her around again, bending her slightly at the waist, positioning himself behind her. "Gonna make you forget everything but my name."
Paige braced herself against the shower wall, her ass pushing back against him as he guided himself to her entrance. He pushed in with a groan, the warm wetness engulfing him not quite as slick as he expected. She wasn't as ready as she should be.
"Fuck, Paige," he growled, gripping her hips and beginning to thrust. "So fucking tight."
A small moan escaped her lips, but it lacked the usual abandon. Alan closed his eyes, focusing on the sensation, on the power he felt in this position. He was in control here. This was his woman, his territory, his to pleasure.
His thrusts quickened, driven by a desperate need to prove something. To himself. To her. Each slap of his body against hers echoed in the steamy bathroom, mingling with his escalating grunts.
"You like that?" he demanded, voice strained. "Tell me how much you fucking love it."
"It's good," she said, the words hollow, performative. "You feel good, babe."
Not great. Not amazing. Not the best she ever had. Just... good. The inadequacy of her praise stung, but the friction and his own mental images, of her face when she actually came, of the impressed looks from others at the gym, of Luther's stupid face if he could see who was fucking Paige now, pushed Alan rapidly toward his peak.
He came with a shuddering groan, fingers digging into her hips, emptying himself inside her. The release was physical but somehow unsatisfying, like scratching an itch only to find it intensifying. He pulled out, watching his cum leak down her thigh, mixing with the shower water swirling toward the drain.
Paige straightened, turning to face him with that same distant look before reaching for the shampoo. No quivering aftershocks, no flushed satisfaction, no breathless gratitude for the orgasm he hadn't actually given her.
"Did you...?" he started, though he knew the answer.
"It's fine," she said, lathering her hair. "It felt nice."
Nice. The word was a slap. Alan rinsed himself quickly, irritation building again.
"You seemed distracted," he said, unable to keep the accusation from his voice.
"Just tired, like I said." She moved past him to rinse her hair, effectively ending the conversation.
They finished showering in loaded silence, Alan's mind churning through explanations for her lackluster response. Tired from the workout. Stressed about something at work. Not in the mood but trying to please him anyway.
Not thinking about Luther's muscles, his height, his confident smile. Definitely not that.
Later, as they lay in bed, Alan stared at the ceiling, replaying the gym confrontation in his head. He should have lifted more. Should have shown that smug fucker who was boss. Next time, he would. He turned to share this resolution with Paige, only to find her scrolling through her phone, the blue light illuminating her features.
"What are you looking at?" he asked, propping himself up on an elbow.
"Nothing, just checking Instagram," she replied, angling the screen slightly away from him.
Alan flopped back down, exhaustion from his workout and their shower activities washing over him. Within minutes, his breathing deepened into light snores.
Paige waited until she was certain he was asleep before returning to her search. Luther's profile had been easy to find. He had a substantial following, his feed filled with workout videos and shirtless photos that showcased a physique that made her pulse quicken. In one particular image, he wore only compression shorts that did little to hide the substantial bulge beneath. The caption read: "Heavy things aren't going to lift themselves."
Her thumb hovered over the follow button, hesitation warring with desire. The memory of his intense gaze, the way his massive hand had enveloped hers, sent a shiver through her that Alan's frantic shower fucking hadn't managed to produce.
She pressed follow, then quickly set her phone face-down on the nightstand, heart racing as if she'd already crossed a more significant line. Beside her, Alan snored on, oblivious to the shift that had occurred, to the seed of betrayal already taking root in the bed they shared.

      ***The wine flowed freely in Derek and Mia's renovated apartment, loosening tongues and heightening the undercurrent of sexual energy that always seemed to pulse when the four of them got together. Alan slouched into the plush sectional, one arm draped possessively around Paige's shoulders, while Mia recounted her latest gym conquest. Not sexual, but the personal record she'd set on deadlifts. Alan nodded along, only half-listening, distracted by the way Paige's skirt had ridden up her thigh, exposing smooth skin that he stroked with his thumb in small, circular motions. His territory. His to touch.
"So there I am, chalk all over my hands, ass to the grass," Mia continued, gesturing with her wine glass, "and this trainer comes over like he's about to tell me I'm doing it wrong. I'm thinking, 'Fuck off, buddy,' but instead he says, 'Damn, girl, you're a beast.' Had to stop myself from dropping the bar and hugging him."
Derek laughed, topping off everyone's glasses. "That's my girl, scaring the male trainers."
"Speaking of beasts," Alan interjected, pulling Paige closer until she was practically in his lap, "Paige here squatted one-thirty-five for reps yesterday. Form perfect, ass perfect." He gave her a squeeze, his hand sliding further up her thigh. "Show them the video, babe."
Paige rolled her eyes but reached for her phone. "It wasn't that impressive."
"Bullshit," Alan countered. "You crushed it. Every guy in that place was staring." He kissed her neck, a public display designed more for their audience than for Paige. "Including me."
Derek raised his glass in a mock toast. "To Alan, who somehow convinced this smoking hot fitness goddess to put up with his sorry ass."
They all laughed, but Alan felt a twinge of discomfort at the joke. He compensated by sliding his hand higher on Paige's thigh, his pinky grazing the edge of her underwear. She shifted slightly, not quite moving away but not leaning into the touch either.
"Speaking of smoking hot at the gym," Mia said, leaning forward with gleaming eyes, "have you guys seen the new black guy? Holy fuck, he looks like he was carved out of granite by horny gods." She fanned herself dramatically. "What I wouldn't give to spot him on more than just bench press."
Derek gave her a playful shove. "Right in front of me, huh?"
"Oh please, you'd watch and you know it." Mia winked at him before turning back to Alan and Paige. "Seriously though, have you seen him? Built like a damn superhero, always wearing those compression shirts that show every fucking muscle."
Alan felt Paige stiffen against him, her eyes suddenly fixed on her wine glass. A flush crawled up her neck to her cheeks, a deep crimson of arousal.
"Luther," she said quietly, the name emerging with a breath that sounded too close to a sigh.
"Yes! Luther!" Mia clapped her hands together. "God, even his name is sexy. All deep and rumbly when he says hello."
Alan's hand froze on Paige's thigh, his grip tightening imperceptibly. "We've met him," he said flatly. "Nothing special. Just another gym rat with good genetics."
Mia scoffed. "Nothing special? Are we talking about the same guy? Six-five, shoulders like boulders, ass you could bounce quarters off?"
"And a package that looks like he's smuggling a water bottle in his shorts," Derek added, earning another playful slap from Mia.
"You noticed too!" she cackled.
Alan's jaw clenched. "Probably stuffs his shorts. Those types always overcompensate."
"I don't think he needs to compensate
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