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Dedication

For the readers who dare to follow the truth wherever it leads.
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​Chapter 1: The Spark
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Zara’s heels clicked against the marble floor as she navigated the crowded lobby. Her mind raced through the day’s meetings, deadlines, and the uneasy feeling that had been building since morning.

This day was supposed to represent success.

Instead, Zara felt as though something inside her was about to come undone.

“Zara!”

A familiar voice cut through the hum of conversation.

Zara turned.

Charlie stood across the lobby, one hand raised above the crowd. That familiar smile appeared—the one Zara had seen through impossible deadlines, failed pitches, late nights, and victories neither of them had once believed possible.

For one dangerous moment, it felt like home.

Zara forced a smile despite the tightness in her chest.

“Charlie.”

Charlie closed the distance, hands disappearing casually into the pockets of a tailored jacket.

“You look like you’re about to conquer the world,” Charlie said. “Or burn it down. Hard to tell.”

A quiet laugh escaped Zara. “Is it that obvious?”

“Only to me.”

The softness in Charlie’s voice caused something inside Zara to shift.

That was the problem with Charlie.

There were too many things Charlie noticed.

The exhaustion Zara hid beneath makeup. The nervous tapping of her fingers before an important meeting. The way she became unusually quiet whenever something mattered more than she wanted anyone to know.

Years of working together had created a language between them that rarely required words.

And lately, that familiarity had begun to feel dangerous.

Charlie’s gaze searched Zara’s face.

For one heartbeat, the crowded lobby disappeared.

The silence wasn’t awkward. It carried everything Zara and Charlie had never found the courage to say.

This was the first major investor meeting inside the office they had built from nothing. Every late night, every difficult decision, every rejection, and every victory had woven something powerful between the business partners.

Something Zara had spent years refusing to name.

“I wouldn’t miss this,” Zara said, though her voice lacked conviction.

She ignored the nervous flutter moving through her stomach.

Charlie fell into step beside her as they headed toward the conference room.

“So,” Charlie said, “ready for the big presentation?”

Zara adjusted her blazer. “As ready as I’ll ever be. If I forget my name up there, just nod like I’m doing wonderfully.”

Charlie chuckled. “Deal. And if I start rambling, give me that look.”

“What look?”

“You know exactly what look.”

Zara narrowed her eyes. “The wrap it up before you frighten the investors look?”

“That’s the one.”

Another smile threatened.

Charlie gave Zara a reassuring nod. “You’ve got this. Just remember to breathe.”

There it was again.

That effortless ability to calm her.

Zara hadn't realized how badly she needed it until Charlie was standing beside her.

Inside the conference room, the noise from the lobby disappeared behind heavy doors. Zara and Charlie arranged notes while investors began filling the seats.

Charlie moved closer.

“You know,” came the familiar voice, lowered just enough to remain private, “I’ve been looking forward to this all week.”

Zara raised an eyebrow. “The presentation?”

Charlie held her gaze.

“Not only the presentation.”

Her heart skipped.

“Yeah,” Zara whispered. “Me too.”

The conference-room doors opened before either could say more.

The presentation began.

Zara moved through the opening slides with practiced confidence. Whenever she paused, Charlie stepped in effortlessly. Whenever an investor asked a difficult question, Charlie seemed to know exactly when Zara needed support and when to let her handle it alone.

They had always worked that way.

Two people moving with an instinctive rhythm built through years of trust.

During a transition between slides, Zara reached for a document.

Her hand brushed Charlie’s.

A jolt traveled up her arm.

Zara looked up.

The same spark waited in Charlie’s eyes.

Neither moved immediately.

The room continued around them—papers shuffling, investors whispering, glasses touching the table—but Zara barely heard any of it.

Charlie’s fingers shifted slightly beneath hers.

The movement was tiny.

It felt unbearably intimate.

Zara pulled her hand away and returned to the presentation.

But the warmth remained on her skin.

When the final slide disappeared, applause filled the room.

Relief washed over Zara. Her shoulders dropped, and a breathless laugh escaped.

Charlie nudged her lightly.

“See? Told you you'd crush it.”

“I was convinced my voice was shaking the entire time.”

“It wasn’t.”

Charlie’s gaze lingered.

“You were strong. Confident. Exactly who everyone needed to see.”

The praise touched something tender inside Zara.

“I couldn’t have done it without you.”

A moment passed before Charlie smiled.

“I think this calls for a celebration.”

“What kind?”

“Drinks. Dinner. Something stronger if the investors send another email tonight.”

Zara should have declined.

LaDainan had already texted that morning.

Her husband had been at the restaurant before sunrise, preparing for another long day in the kitchen, yet somehow LaDainan had still found time to ask when Zara would be home.

He had promised dinner after service.

Not something brought home in a container from his restaurant. Not something reheated between phone calls.

Dinner.

LaDainan's way.

Food had always been one of the ways he loved her.

Zara had promised to call after the presentation.

Instead, she looked at Charlie.

“Dinner sounds perfect.”

The answer seemed to surprise them both.

Later, Zara sat alone in her office, staring at the city beyond the windows.

The building had grown quiet. The excitement surrounding the presentation had faded, but the thought of dinner with Charlie refused to leave.

After everything they had built together, the connection between them had only grown stronger.

Heavier.

Yet the invisible line remained intact.

Crossing it would turn their partnership into something neither could easily undo.

Her phone illuminated the desk.

A message from LaDainan waited on the screen.

How did it go, Queen?

Guilt pressed against Zara’s chest.

She typed back.

Perfect. We got the investors.

His response arrived almost immediately.

I knew you would. I’m proud of you. Come home hungry. I saved something for you after service.

Zara stared at the words.

She could picture him in the kitchen—chef coat carrying the evidence of a long shift, moving between stations with the confidence that came from years of knowing exactly what belonged where.

LaDainan's restaurant demanded almost everything from him.

Yet he always seemed to save something for her.

Time.

Food.

Attention.

Love.

His trust was steady and unquestioning.

Somehow, that made Zara's next message harder to send.

Charlie and I are having dinner to celebrate. Don’t wait up.

She read it several times.

Then pressed send.

The words weren’t a lie.

But they weren't the whole truth either.

By the time Zara reached the parking garage, dusk had settled over the city. She leaned against her car and let the cool air wash over her.

Charlie made her feel seen in a way that startled her—not chased, not admired.

Understood.

And that was the problem.

Understanding created closeness.

Closeness created questions.

Questions Zara had spent years refusing to ask.

She smoothed the front of her blouse and caught her reflection in the car window.

It’s only dinner.

The excuse felt fragile.

It’s only Charlie.

That excuse felt worse.

As Zara drove away from the office, an unsettling awareness settled over her.

Tonight might press against boundaries she had spent years protecting.



The city buzzed around Zara and Charlie as they entered a dimly lit restaurant tucked along a quiet side street.

Candles flickered across the tables. Soft jazz drifted from hidden speakers, blending with murmured conversations and the delicate clink of wineglasses.

Zara slid into a booth across from Charlie.

“This place hasn’t changed.”

“Neither have you.”

She looked up. “What does that mean?”

“You still examine every room before deciding whether you can relax.”

“I do not.”

Charlie’s smile widened. “You checked both exits before sitting down.”

“That’s called being observant.”

“That’s called expecting trouble.”

Zara lifted the menu. “Maybe trouble follows me.”

“Maybe you invite it.”

Their eyes met above the menus.

The remark carried more weight than Charlie’s playful tone suggested.

A server poured wine, and Zara welcomed the interruption.

“Remember when this place was a disaster?” Charlie asked after the server walked away. “Sticky tables, terrible lighting, and that waiter who forgot every order.”

“And you insisted it had character.”

“I was right.”

“You were delusional.”

“It only needed time.”

Charlie’s gaze remained fixed on Zara.

Something unspoken passed between them.

Zara took a sip of wine. “Are we still discussing the restaurant?”

“Of course.”

“You’re a terrible liar.”

“So are you.”

The response stole Zara’s smile.

Charlie opened the menu, allowing the moment to pass.

Conversation soon flowed easily—work, old memories, and the years spent building the company.

They talked about the first investor who laughed them out of the room.

The nights spent sleeping beneath office desks because neither could afford a hotel.

The first contract.

The first real profit.

The first moment they realized the impossible thing they had built might actually survive.

“You always believed,” Charlie said quietly. “Even when I didn’t.”

“Someone had to.”

“I don’t know what I would've done without you.”

The sincerity in Charlie’s voice made Zara look away.

“You would've figured it out.”

“I didn't want to figure it out without you.”

Zara’s throat tightened.

Every so often, Charlie’s hand brushed hers across the table.

Each contact carried the same electric spark from the conference room.

The touches could have been accidental.

Zara suspected otherwise.

Worse, she didn't want them to stop.

Charlie’s laughter filled the space, warm and familiar. Zara found herself leaning closer without realizing it.

For the first time in months, she wasn't thinking about deadlines, responsibilities, or the version of herself everyone expected.

She was simply Zara.

Charlie had always made room for that version.

After dinner, they wandered through the streets. The night air cooled Zara's warm face while neon lights reflected across the wet pavement.

Neither seemed ready to say good night.

Charlie slowed near a closed café.

The playful smile disappeared.

“I’ve missed this,” Charlie admitted.

Zara's pulse quickened. “Dinner?”

“You.”

The answer settled between them.

“I've missed you.”

Zara swallowed. “I've missed you too.”

“How much?”

“More than I should.”

Pain and hope crossed Charlie’s face at once.

“You say that like missing me is something you need to apologize for.”

“Maybe it is.”

“Because of LaDainan?”

Hearing her husband's name changed the air.

Zara looked toward the street.

“He's a good man.”

“I know.”

“He loves me.”

“I know that too.”

Zara folded her arms, suddenly cold. “Then you understand why this is complicated.”

Charlie stepped closer without touching Zara.

“It became complicated a long time ago.”

“What do you mean?”

“You really don't know?”

“Know what?”

Charlie searched Zara’s face.

“Every time you walk into a room, I forget what I was doing.”

Zara's breath caught.

Charlie continued.

“When something happens—good or bad—you’re the first person I want to call. I stay late because I know you'll stay late. I remember things I have no reason to remember because every detail about you feels important.”

Zara's eyes began to burn.

“Charlie...”

“You asked what I meant.”

“I didn't ask for this.”

“No. You just kept standing close enough to make me believe you felt it too.”

The truth struck Zara with enough force to leave her speechless.

Charlie looked away.

“Tell me I'm wrong.”

Zara should have.

She should have spoken LaDainan's name.

She should have remembered the man who had spent the day in a hot kitchen and still saved dinner for her.

She should have gone home.

Instead, she whispered, “You're not wrong.”

Charlie became still.

Zara's heart pounded.

“I think about you too,” she confessed. “I look for you when I enter a room. I find excuses to stay late. Sometimes you stand near me, and I forget how to breathe.”

Charlie stepped closer.

Only inches remained between them.

“You ever wonder what would've happened if we'd said something sooner?”

“All the time.”

The admission escaped before Zara could stop it.

The world seemed to hold its breath.

Charlie lifted one hand and gently brushed a strand of hair away from Zara’s face.

The touch lingered.

Warm.

Careful.

Questioning.

Zara should have stepped back.

Instead, she leaned into Charlie’s palm.

Charlie’s eyes searched hers, offering one final opportunity to leave.

Zara didn't take it.

Charlie’s lips met hers in a tentative kiss.

Everything inside Zara went still.

Then years of buried longing rose at once.

Her hands found Charlie’s chest, feeling the strong rhythm of a heartbeat beneath her palms. Charlie deepened the kiss—coaxing rather than demanding—and Zara surrendered to the warmth.

The city disappeared.

There was only Charlie's mouth, Zara's racing pulse, and the terrifying relief of finally touching something she had wanted for too long.

When the kiss ended, Zara remained close.

She rested her forehead against Charlie’s and struggled to breathe.

“I think I've been waiting for this,” she whispered.

Charlie’s thumb traced the line of Zara’s jaw.

“So have I.”

Zara gave an unsteady laugh, caught between joy and panic.

Charlie’s voice softened.

“I don't want to pretend anymore.”

The sharp vibration of Zara’s phone cut through the moment.

Her stomach knotted.

LaDainan glowed across the screen.

The warmth of Charlie’s kiss still lingered on Zara's lips.

Charlie noticed the change in her expression.

“Everything okay?”

The uncertainty in Charlie’s eyes suggested the answer was already feared.

Zara stared at the phone.

One touch would connect her to the husband waiting at home—the chef who had probably spent hours feeding strangers before setting something aside especially for his wife.

The man who trusted her.

Loved her.

And had no idea another person's kiss remained on her mouth.

The phone continued ringing.

Charlie stepped back.

The loss of warmth felt immediate.

“Answer it,” Charlie said.

Zara looked up. “What happens after I do?”

Charlie’s expression filled with quiet pain.

“You go home.”

“And what happens to us?”

“That depends on whether this was a mistake.”

Zara touched her lips.

The kiss had been reckless.

Dangerous.

Unfair.

But it hadn't felt like a mistake.

The phone stopped ringing.

A message appeared seconds later.

Are you okay, Queen? I'm waiting for you.

Zara's chest tightened.

Charlie remained only a few feet away, but the distance suddenly felt enormous.

Until tonight, Zara had believed the different pieces of her life could remain safely separated.

Her marriage.

Her partnership with Charlie.

Her responsibilities.

Her desires.

Now those boundaries had begun to collapse.

LaDainan represented a life built on trust, devotion, history, and the quiet certainty of coming home.

Charlie represented something Zara had buried for years—something unfinished, unnamed, and suddenly impossible to ignore.

She wasn't ready to choose between them.

That frightened her.

But something else frightened Zara more.

For the first time, she wasn't sure she could simply walk away from Charlie and pretend nothing had changed.

Something had changed.

Maybe it had changed years ago.

Maybe tonight was only the first time Zara had been brave—or reckless—enough to admit it.

She looked at Charlie.

Then at LaDainan's message.

And somewhere beneath the guilt, longing, fear, and confusion, Zara understood one terrible truth.

The line had already been crossed.

There was no returning to the version of her life that existed before the kiss.
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​Chapter 2: Two Versions
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Zara hadn’t seen Charlie since the kiss.

Not because she had deliberately avoided Charlie.

At least, that was what she kept telling herself.

Work had been relentless since the investor presentation. Meetings filled her calendar. Emails arrived faster than she could answer them. Every hour seemed occupied by something urgent enough to keep her from thinking about that night.

Almost.

Because no matter how busy Zara became, certain moments returned without warning.

Charlie’s hand against her face.

The hesitation before the kiss.

The warmth of Charlie’s mouth.

And the question Zara still hadn't answered.

Was it a mistake?

She had gone home that night to LaDainan.

He had been in the kitchen when she walked through the door, still wearing black chef pants and a T-shirt after changing out of his chef coat at the restaurant. A plate sat covered on the counter—the dinner he'd promised to save for her after service.

LaDainan hadn't questioned why she was late.

Hadn't asked why she seemed distracted.

He had kissed her forehead and said, “Sit down, Queen. You look exhausted.”

The memory made Zara feel worse every time it surfaced.

Her phone chimed.

She glanced at the screen.

A calendar reminder.

OUT-OF-TOWN CLIENT MEETING — CHARLIE — TOMORROW

Zara stared at it.

“No.”

She leaned back in her chair.

“No, no, no.”

Of course.

Of course the universe would do this now.

She had known about the meeting for weeks. Somehow, she'd managed to push it so far from her mind that seeing Charlie's name on the reminder felt like an ambush.

Zara picked up her phone.

For one reckless second, she considered canceling.

Then she imagined explaining why.

There was no explanation that didn't eventually lead back to the truth.

She was afraid to be alone with Charlie.

And perhaps even more afraid of how badly she wanted to be.



The airport was crowded the next morning.

Rolling suitcases rattled across polished floors. Announcements echoed overhead. Travelers moved around Zara in every direction.

She adjusted the strap of her bag and checked the departure board.

Then she saw Charlie.

Leaning against the terminal wall.

Phone in hand.

Jacket slung casually over one shoulder.

Zara stopped.

Charlie looked up.

Their eyes met.

Neither smiled immediately.

The kiss existed between them before either said a word.

Then Charlie pushed away from the wall.

“Hey.”

Zara forced herself to move again.

“Hey.”

“You made it.”

“As scheduled.”

A faint smile appeared.

“Barely.”

“You always cut it close.”

“You always get here too early.”

“Someone has to be responsible.”

Zara scoffed. “Since when is that you?”

Charlie laughed.

The familiar sound loosened something inside Zara before she could stop it.

For a moment, they were simply themselves again.

Business partners.

Friends.

Two people who had built something together.

Then Charlie’s gaze dropped briefly to Zara’s mouth.

The moment disappeared.

Zara looked away.

“Come on. We're going to miss security.”

They fell into step.

Neither mentioned the kiss.

That somehow made it louder.



On the plane, Zara claimed the window seat.

Charlie settled across the aisle.

Close enough to talk.

Far enough to pretend distance mattered.

“Window seat again?” Charlie asked.

“Gives me something to stare at when I'm trying not to overthink.”

Charlie’s mouth curved.

“Good luck with that.”

Zara shot a look across the aisle. “You're not helping.”

“I'm not trying to.”

Her stomach tightened.

She turned toward the window.

Clouds drifted beneath the plane, white and endless.

For several minutes, neither spoke.

Then Charlie’s voice reached across the aisle.

“Are we going to talk about it?”

Zara continued staring outside.

“Talk about what?”

“That's insulting.”

She closed her eyes.

“Charlie.”

“One conversation.”

“We're traveling for work.”

“I know.”

“We have a client meeting.”

“I know.”

“And I'm married.”

Silence.

Zara immediately regretted the sharpness in her voice.

When she finally looked over, Charlie’s expression had changed.

Not angry.

Hurt.

“I know that too.”

Zara softened.

“I didn't mean—”

“You did.”

Charlie looked forward.

“And you're right.”

The answer should have relieved her.

It didn't.



After landing, they checked into the hotel.

Separate rooms.

Separate floors.

Zara noticed that detail immediately and hated herself for noticing.

She unpacked, changed clothes, opened her laptop, and tried to review the presentation.

Twenty minutes later, she had read the same paragraph six times.

A knock sounded at the door.

Zara froze.

She already knew.

Another knock.

She crossed the room and opened the door.

Charlie stood in the hallway.

No smile this time.

No teasing.

Just that familiar face Zara had spent days trying not to remember.

“Tell me if this is a bad idea,” Charlie said.

Zara folded her arms. “That depends.”

“Dinner.”

Her heart reacted before her mind could.

Charlie continued.

“We eat. We go over tomorrow's meeting. We pretend we're perfectly responsible business partners.”

Zara raised an eyebrow.

“Pretend?”

A quiet exhale escaped Charlie.

“Fair.”

Neither moved.

“One hour,” Zara said finally.

Charlie waited.

“We stick to the agenda.”

A slow smile appeared.

“You always were terrible at lying to yourself.”

“Don't make me change my mind.”

“Wouldn't dream of it.”

Zara grabbed her purse.

She was already changing her mind.

Just not in the direction she should have been.



At the restaurant, the menus remained untouched.

The soft clatter of cutlery and low conversation surrounded them.

Charlie leaned back.

“You've been avoiding me.”

“I've been busy.”

“Busy doesn't usually look like disappearing.”

Zara’s jaw tightened. “What do you want me to say?”

“The truth would be interesting.”

“You don't get to do that.”

“Do what?”

“Sit there and act like this is simple.”

Charlie’s expression sobered.

“I don't think any part of this is simple.”

“Good.”

“I think about you.”

Zara looked down.

“Charlie.”

“I said I wouldn't pretend.”

“And I never agreed to that.”

“No. You kissed me and went home.”

The words landed harder than Zara expected.

She looked up sharply.

Charlie didn't retreat.

Zara lowered her voice. “I didn't know what else to do.”

“You could've called.”

“And said what?”

“Anything.”

“I have a husband.”

“I know.”

“A husband who loves me.”

“I know.”

“A husband who has done nothing to deserve this.”

That stopped the conversation.

Charlie looked away.

For the first time that evening, Zara saw something beyond desire.

Guilt.

Not only hers.

Charlie carried some too.

“I know,” Charlie said quietly.

Zara swallowed.

LaDainan had called that afternoon before dinner service.

She could still hear the restaurant behind him—the sharp rhythm of a working kitchen, pans striking metal, voices calling across stations.

He had sounded exhausted.

Still, the first thing he'd asked was whether Zara had landed safely.

That was LaDainan.

The restaurant could be falling apart around him and somehow he still made space for her.

Zara stared at the table.

“He trusts me.”

Charlie said nothing.

“That makes this worse.”

“I know.”

“And I love him.”

The words came easily.

Because they were true.

Charlie’s expression barely changed, but something in the silence did.

Zara continued before courage disappeared.

“That's what you need to understand. Whatever happened between us doesn't erase what I feel for LaDainan.”

“I never said it did.”

“Then what are we doing?”

Charlie held Zara's gaze.

“I don't know.”

For once, there was no clever response.

No teasing.

No confidence.

Just honesty.

And somehow, that frightened Zara more.

A server approached.

They ordered dinner.

For several minutes afterward, conversation remained safely professional.

Numbers.

Deadlines.

Projections.

Tomorrow's presentation.

But the safety didn't last.

It never did with Charlie.

“You know,” Charlie said eventually, “we could probably finish this presentation in record time.”

“Good.”

“Or we could not.”

Zara fought a smile.

“We stick to the agenda.”

“For now.”

There it was.

That pull.

The same one Zara had spent days trying to bury.

She reached for her water.

Charlie reached at the same time.

Their fingers brushed.

Both stopped.

Zara stared at the contact.

Charlie didn't move.

Neither did she.

It was ridiculous.

A hand.

A touch.

Nothing compared with the kiss they had already shared.

Yet somehow this felt more dangerous.

Because this time Zara knew exactly what it meant.

She pulled away.

“We can't keep doing this.”

Charlie’s voice dropped.

“Doing what?”

“Finding reasons to touch.”

A pause.

“I wasn't looking for one.”

Zara met Charlie’s gaze.

“Liar.”

The faintest smile appeared.

“You know me too well.”

“That might be the problem.”



By dessert, the tension had softened.

They talked about work.

About the company.

About people they used to know.

About mistakes that were funny now because enough time had passed.

Zara laughed more than she intended.

Charlie did too.

And for an hour, everything became dangerously easy.

That was the version of them Zara feared most.

Not the kissing.

Not the longing.

This.

The friendship beneath it.

The comfort.

The feeling that Charlie understood pieces of Zara she rarely showed anyone.

When the plates were cleared, Charlie leaned back.

“We should probably call it a night.”

Zara checked the time.

“One hour became three.”

“I'm blaming dessert.”

“You ordered dessert.”

“Exactly. Clearly poor judgment.”

Zara laughed.

Then the laughter faded.

Charlie’s expression softened.

“Can I ask you something?”

“You're going to anyway.”

“Do you regret it?”

Zara knew exactly what Charlie meant.

She looked toward the window.

The city beyond the glass shimmered beneath streetlights.

“I regret hurting LaDainan.”

“That wasn't my question.”

“I know.”

“Do you regret kissing me?”

Zara took a breath.

“No.”

The answer came quietly.

But it came.

Charlie became still.

Zara's pulse quickened.

“I wish I did,” she admitted. “It would make everything easier.”

“Zara—”

“No.”

She lifted a hand.

“Don't turn that into something it isn't.”

“What is it, then?”

“I don't know yet.”

Charlie studied her.

Then nodded.

“Okay.”

The lack of pressure surprised her.

“Okay?”

“You don't know.”

“No.”

“So I wait until you do.”

Something tightened inside Zara.

“You shouldn't.”

“Probably not.”

“Charlie.”

A small smile.

“I'm not asking you for anything tonight.”

That word caught her attention.

Tonight.

Zara stood.

“We have an early meeting.”

Charlie rose too.

“Professional?”

“Completely.”

“Painfully?”

“Extremely.”

They walked back toward the hotel.

Side by side.

Close enough for Zara to feel Charlie’s presence.

Neither touched.



Inside her room, Zara closed the door and leaned against it.

Silence surrounded her.

She should have felt relieved.

Nothing had happened.

No kiss.

No crossed line.

Not tonight.

Her phone buzzed.

LaDainan.

She answered immediately.

“Hey.”

“Hey, Queen.”

His voice was rough with exhaustion.

Zara closed her eyes.

“You still at the restaurant?”

“Just finished.”

“You sound tired.”

“I am tired.”

She smiled despite herself.

“How was service?”

“Controlled chaos. So, normal.”

Zara laughed softly.

“Any disasters?”

“One broken sauce, two late deliveries, and somebody nearly murdered a risotto.”

“Nearly?”

“I intervened.”

“Heroic.”

“That's why they pay me.”

She could hear the smile in his voice.

Then LaDainan became quieter.

“How's the trip?”

Zara opened her eyes.

Charlie was somewhere inside the same hotel.

Maybe only a few floors away.

“Fine.”

The lie came too easily.

Not a complete lie.

But not the truth.

“You nervous about tomorrow?”

“A little.”

“You'll kill it.”

“You always say that.”

“Because I'm always right.”

Zara smiled.

“I miss you.”

A pause.

Then LaDainan answered.

“I miss you too.”

The words hurt.

Because Zara meant them.

That was what she couldn't understand.

She missed her husband.

She loved him.

She wanted to go home.

And still, some part of her wondered whether Charlie was awake.

“Get some sleep,” LaDainan said. “Call me after the meeting.”

“I will.”

“I love you, Queen.”

Zara stared at the ceiling.

“I love you too.”

That wasn't a lie either.

After the call ended, she remained sitting on the edge of the bed.

Two versions of Zara seemed to exist inside the same room.

One belonged to the life she had built.

Wife.

Partner.

Professional.

Responsible.

The other had begun asking questions Zara had spent years refusing to hear.

What if?

What if Charlie had spoken sooner?

What if Zara had?

What if the kiss hadn't created something new at all?

What if it had only exposed something that had been there from the beginning?

Zara lay back and closed her eyes.

Tomorrow she would sit beside Charlie in front of clients and pretend everything between them could fit neatly inside presentations, projections, and professional smiles.

Then she would go home to LaDainan.

Back to the man she loved.

Back to the life she had chosen.

But tonight, alone in a hotel room, Zara finally admitted something she hadn't been willing to say aloud.

Loving LaDainan hadn't made what she felt for Charlie disappear.

And wanting Charlie hadn't made her stop loving her husband.

Both truths existed.

That was the problem.

And Zara had no idea how long she could survive between them.
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​Chapter 3: The Spaces Between Us
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The airport disappeared behind Zara as she merged onto the highway.

Night had settled over the city, painting the streets in streaks of amber and white. Streetlights passed rhythmically across the windshield while Zara kept both hands firmly on the wheel.

Home.

She should have been relieved.

Instead, the closer she got, the heavier her chest became.

The trip had ended without another kiss.

Without another boundary crossed.

She and Charlie had survived the client meetings, the hotel, the dinners, the flights, and every moment when being alone together felt more dangerous than it should have.

That should have counted as something.

But restraint hadn't erased what happened.

It had only given Zara more time to think about it.

At a red light, her eyes drifted toward the rearview mirror.

The woman staring back looked exhausted.

Not physically.

Something deeper.

Zara barely recognized the uncertainty in her own expression.

What changed?

The answer came immediately.

Everything.

Then another thought followed.

Nothing.

That was the terrifying part.

She still loved LaDainan.

She still wanted to go home.

She still missed the familiar sound of his voice and the way he called her Queen when he thought she was taking herself too seriously.

She still loved watching him cook.

Loved the transformation that happened whenever LaDainan entered a kitchen.

Outside it, he could be relaxed, playful, affectionate.

Inside one, he became something else.

Focused.

Exact.

Commanding without needing to raise his voice.

Zara had watched entire kitchens move according to the rhythm LaDainan created.

And somehow, no matter how chaotic service became, he always seemed to know when something needed another pinch of salt, another minute of heat, another touch before it was ready.

Zara wished people were that simple.

She wished she were.

The light changed.

She drove on.

Her phone rested facedown in the passenger seat.

Charlie hadn't called.

Hadn't texted.

That was good.

It was what Zara needed.

At least that was what she told herself.



By the time she turned onto the familiar street leading home, exhaustion had settled into her bones.

The house came into view.

Warm light glowed behind the windows.

Zara parked but didn't immediately get out.

For several seconds, she simply sat there.

Charlie existed somewhere behind her.

LaDainan waited somewhere ahead.

And Zara remained caught between both truths.

She finally grabbed her bag and went inside.

The scent reached her first.

Garlic.

Rosemary.

Butter.

Something sweet beneath it all.

Zara closed the door.

Her shoulders relaxed before she could stop them.

Home.

The kitchen lights were on.

She followed the sounds of metal against ceramic and found LaDainan standing at the counter.

At six-foot-nine, he seemed almost too large for the space, yet everything about the way he moved was controlled. His close-cropped hair and strong features caught the warm overhead light as he leaned over a plate with complete concentration.

A towel rested over one shoulder.

His chef coat was gone, replaced by a fitted black shirt after what Zara knew had probably been another exhausting service.

Still, he was cooking.

For her.

Zara stood quietly in the doorway.

LaDainan tasted the sauce.

Paused.

Added something.

Tasted again.

A satisfied smile appeared.

“You know,” Zara said, “normal people order takeout after working in a restaurant all day.”

LaDainan looked up.

The smile that spread across his face nearly broke her.

“There she is.”

He abandoned the plate.

Zara barely had time to put down her bag before his arms wrapped around her.

She closed her eyes.

LaDainan's embrace was familiar.

Warm.

Safe.

Real.

He kissed the top of her head.

“Missed you, Queen.”

Zara held him tighter.

“I missed you too.”

And she had.

That truth hurt more than a lie would have.

LaDainan pulled back enough to study her face.

“You look exhausted.”

“Travel.”

“That's not travel.”

Her stomach tightened.

LaDainan knew her too.

Different from Charlie.

But deeply.

“I'm fine.”

His eyebrow lifted.

“You know I hate that answer.”

Zara smiled weakly. “I'm tired.”

“That I'll accept.”

He kissed her forehead.

“Sit.”

“Bossy.”

“Chef.”

“Same thing.”

“Exactly.”

A laugh escaped Zara.

For a moment, everything felt normal.

LaDainan returned to the stove while Zara sat at the island.

She watched him work.

“What are you making?”

“You'll see.”

“You've been cooking all day.”

“I've been cooking for customers all day.”

He glanced over his shoulder.

“This is different.”

Something tightened in Zara's chest.

“How?”

LaDainan looked at her as though the answer should have been obvious.

“This is for my wife.”

Zara looked down.

Guilt arrived quietly.

Not because she didn't love him.

Because she did.



LaDainan placed the finished dish in front of her.

Zara stared.

“You did all this tonight?”

“I started some of it before service.”

“For me?”

“No. For the neighbor.”

She looked up.

LaDainan grinned.

“Eat.”

Zara took the first bite.

Her eyes closed.

“Oh my God.”

“That good?”

“You know it's good.”

“I still like hearing it.”

She took another bite.

“You're ridiculous.”

“And yet you married me.”

The fork stopped halfway to Zara's mouth.

LaDainan didn't notice.

He was already cleaning the counter.

Zara watched him.

The ease of his movements.

The comfort of their home.

The ordinary intimacy of being known by someone for so long.

Then Charlie's face appeared in her mind.

Zara lowered the fork.

LaDainan noticed this time.

“What's wrong?”

“Nothing.”

“Zara.”

She looked up.

He leaned against the opposite side of the island.

“Talk to me.”

Her heart began beating harder.

For one terrifying second, Zara considered telling him.

Charlie kissed me.

No.

That wasn't true.

Not completely.

I kissed Charlie too.

Closer.

Still not enough.

I wanted it.

There.

That was the truth she couldn't say.

“The trip was complicated,” Zara said.

LaDainan waited.

“Client problems?”

“Some.”

“You handle them?”

“Mostly.”

“Then they'll survive.”

Zara smiled faintly.

He studied her.

“You know work doesn't get to follow you everywhere.”

“That's funny coming from a man cooking after spending fourteen hours in a kitchen.”

LaDainan looked around dramatically.

“This isn't work.”

“You're holding a chef's knife.”

“This is relaxation.”

Zara laughed.

He smiled.

There it was again.

The ability to make things lighter.

Charlie understood the pieces of Zara that wanted to run toward uncertainty.

LaDainan understood the pieces that needed somewhere safe to land.

How could both things be true?



Later, Zara stood in the bedroom removing her earrings.

LaDainan came up behind her.

His hands settled gently around her waist.

“You're somewhere else tonight.”

Zara met his eyes in the mirror.

“I'm right here.”

“Physically.”

Her stomach dropped.

LaDainan rested his chin lightly near her shoulder.

“You want to tell me what's going on?”

Zara turned.

He wasn't suspicious.

That made it worse.

He was concerned.

“It's just been a lot.”

“Work?”

“Everything.”

LaDainan nodded slowly.

Then he pulled her against him.

“You don't have to solve everything tonight.”

Zara rested her cheek against his chest.

His heartbeat was steady beneath her ear.

“What if I don't know how to fix something?”

“Then don't fix it yet.”

She looked up.

LaDainan shrugged.

“Sometimes you let something sit until you understand what it needs.”

Zara smiled faintly.

“Is that relationship advice or cooking advice?”

“Both.”

She laughed.

Then he kissed her.

Softly.

Without urgency.

Without asking for anything.

Zara kissed him back.

For a few seconds, she let herself disappear into the familiarity.

Then Charlie entered her mind.

Not intentionally.

A flash.

Another kiss.

Another mouth.

Another feeling.

Zara pulled away.

LaDainan immediately stopped.

“You okay?”

“Yeah.”
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