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NOAH

Three months.
It’s been three months since I last saw Adrian Wolfe, and apparently that’s enough time for a person to convince themselves they’re healing.
Or at least... functioning.
Healing is too generous.
I’m “functioning.”
Like a human screensaver.
People tell me I look better now.
Ethan says I’m “less tragic.”
My boss says my work has “stabilized.”
And Marcus—
Marcus says I’m “coming back to life.”
I’m not sure that’s true, but Marcus believes in people the way some people believe in astrology — with complete confidence and zero hesitation.

I met Marcus the night I left Adrian Wolfe’s penthouse for good; I escaped to a coffee shop, and he was the stranger who sat beside me; friendly and allowing me to be seen.

We’re walking side by side toward the Saturday market, sunlight hitting the pavement in soft gold bursts. Marcus is holding a paper bag with pastries, his arm brushing mine now and then. Everything about him radiates warmth.

He’s the kind of man who looks like a steady future — or at least a steady present.
Dark curls that never behave.
A warm, lazy smile that sneaks up on you.
A voice that always sounds like he’s coaxing you off the ledge.
He’s a paramedic, which makes sense, because even his presence feels like triage.
He’s good.
Like... actually good.
No edge. No power games. No hidden teeth.
Just steady hands and steady intentions.

“Hey,” Marcus says, nudging my shoulder playfully. “You okay? You’ve got that look again. Like you’re mentally rewriting a dramatic email you’re never going to send.”

I blink. “Just thinking about work.”

He smirks because he knows I’m lying, but in true Marcus fashion, he doesn’t pry. He trusts me to tell him things when I’m ready.

I wish I could.

We step into the crowded market, the smell of tulips, roasted almonds, and fresh bread washing over us. Marcus picks up a bouquet, sniffs it, and hands it to me like a shy florist. His eyes crinkle when he smiles.

He’s... easy.
Comfortable.
Safe.
I like holding his hand.
I like the warmth of his body next to mine.
I like the jokes he whispers that make my chest loosen a little.
I like him.

But that’s the problem.

Marcus is like warm tea.
Adrian Wolfe was lightning. 
Adrian Wolfe is the billionaire who pulled me into a world of rules, control, desire, and obsession—and the man I haven’t been able to forget no matter how hard I’ve tried.

“You’re quiet today,” Marcus says as he guides me toward a coffee stall. “Want to talk about it?”

I shrug. 

He studies me in that way he does — gently, observantly, without pressure. Marcus doesn’t interrogate. He listens. He always observes.

It makes me feel guilty sometimes, the way he gives softness so freely. The way he never asks for something sharp or powerful in return.

“Let’s get you coffee,” he says warmly. “You’re less philosophical with caffeine.”

He threads his fingers through mine as we leave the market canopy. I tell myself to lean into it, to let comfort be enough.

I’m trying.
God, I’m actually trying.
But the second sunlight hits us, something inside me stutters.

I freeze.

Across the street, half-hidden by a black town car, stands a tall man in a dark suit. Perfectly still.
Watching.
My breath stumbles.

No.
It can’t be.
I’m imagining it.
Marcus turns when my hand stops moving. “What is it?”

I blink hard, and the figure is gone. Just a shadow. A reflection. A trick.

“Nothing,” I say quickly. “Think I got lightheaded.”

Marcus steps closer, concern slipping into his voice. “Let’s skip the coffee. Want to just walk for a bit?”

“Yeah,” I whisper. “Walking’s good.”

He keeps my hand as we head into the quieter streets behind the market. The air is warm now, soft and heavy like early summer. Marcus’s thumb strokes my knuckles absentmindedly. He doesn’t know how grounding that is. How much I rely on that tiny, unconscious gesture.

We pass the mirrored window of a boutique, and our reflections appear—
Marcus looking relaxed and handsome, me looking like I’m pretending not to dissolve.
I hate that I look like someone hoping his smile will eventually become real.

“You’re thinking again,” Marcus says softly.

“I’m always thinking.”

“About work?”

“Sure.”

He huffs a laugh. “Liar.”

I don’t deny it.

Because if I tell him the truth — that a single silhouette across the street sent my heart into a panic, that I still check my phone at night for a message that will never come — that would be unfair.

Marcus deserves a clean slate, not a ghost trail.

We reach my building just as my phone buzzes.

UNKNOWN NUMBER.

My whole body goes cold.

Marcus notices me staring at the screen. “Spam?”

I force my voice steady. “Probably.”

I open the message.

You look well.

My heartbeat stutters so hard it hurts.

“Noah?” Marcus asks, voice gentle.

“I’m fine.”
I’m unraveling.
“Want me to stay for a bit?”

“Maybe later. I just need a shower.”

He nods and kisses my cheek — soft, sweet, safe — before heading down the sidewalk. I watch him go, wanting so badly to be fully present for him. Wanting to be the version of myself he thinks he’s with.

When he’s out of sight, I turn slowly.

The black town car is now parked across the street.

No silhouette now.
No movement.
No watcher.
Or maybe he’s just good at disappearing.

I go inside the building to my apartment, shut the door, and slide down onto the floor.

Three months.
Three months of trying to rebuild myself.
And somehow Adrian Wolfe can still break me without even being in the room.
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MARCUS SHOWS UP AT my door that evening with Thai takeout and that soft “don’t argue with me” smile he does when he’s worried. It’s a very specific smile—gentle, tilted, warm—and it has this quiet way of slipping under my defenses whether I want it to or not.

He holds up the bag. “I come bearing pad thai and emotional stability.”

A laugh actually escapes me. “You’re very cocky for a man who didn’t know what drunken noodles were until last month.”

“I know enough to get you fed,” he says, nudging me aside with his shoulder as he steps in. “And I know when you’re lying about being fine.”

I close the door behind him, my stomach tightening with guilt. Marcus isn’t wrong. I was lying. But telling him the truth would require me to say a name I’m not sure I can say without shaking.

He sets the bag on the counter and unwraps containers like he lives here. He doesn’t. But he’s here often enough that the space feels different when he walks in—fuller, calmer, lighter.

“So,” he says, handing me chopsticks, “who texted you today?”

My pulse jumps. “Spam.”

He narrows his eyes in that perceptive, paramedic way. “Spam usually doesn’t make people look like they’re about to teleport into another dimension.”

“I didn’t look like that.”

“You absolutely did.”

I shove noodles into my mouth as a distraction. “It was nothing.”

Marcus watches me for a long moment, then drops onto the couch beside me with a sigh. He’s close enough that our knees almost touch. I should lean into it. I should melt into the warmth he’s offering.

Instead, I sit stiffly.

Marcus notices. He always notices. He doesn’t push, though. That’s Marcus—he’s gentle where Adrian was sharp, comforting where Adrian was intense, open where Adrian was sealed shut.

And yet somehow, Marcus is the one who feels like the temporary solution. The bandage. The placeholder.

“You want to watch something?” he asks, as if the right movie might rinse the tension from my body.

“Sure.”

He scrolls through streaming options while I pretend to focus. I know he’s trying. I know he’s doing everything right. He’s calm, grounding, and present in a way I’m not sure I deserve.

But my mind keeps spinning back to the town car.
The silhouette.
The message.
You look well.

Adrian Wolfe doesn’t compliment. He observes. He assesses. And when he says something, it’s never random.

Marcus presses play on some light comedy and pulls me a little closer. His hand slides over mine. Steady. Warm. Safe.

I look down at our hands and try to convince myself that this—this softness, this steadiness—is what I want.

But in the back of my mind, another hand flashes behind my eyelids.
Cooler.
Stronger.
Possessive in a way that felt like gravity instead of comfort.
Adrian’s hand.

I breathe in sharply.

Marcus glances over. “You okay?”

“Yeah. Just zoned out.”

“You’ve been doing that a lot lately.”

I swallow. “Sorry.”

“Don’t apologize,” he murmurs, leaning his shoulder against mine. “Just... let me in a little, okay?”

I nod, because I want to. I really do.

But there’s a ghost occupying the doorway of my chest.

Marcus shifts closer, draping an arm around me. My body relaxes into it eventually. Not right away, but enough. He kisses the top of my head, gentle and tender, and I close my eyes.

This could be enough.
This should be enough.
But then—

A car passes outside.
A low engine hum.
A brief flash of black across the window.
My eyes snap open.

Marcus doesn’t notice. He keeps watching the movie, thumb rubbing slow circles on my arm like he’s trying to soothe something burning underneath skin he can’t see through.

My heart slams against my ribs.

I take a shaky breath.

He’s not here.
He can’t be.
But the truth sits heavy and cold in my stomach.

Three months of silence.
Three months of trying to rebuild myself.
Three months of pretending I’m better.
And the first time a shadow looks like him?

My body remembers before my mind does.

I lean into Marcus, trying to anchor myself in the warmth he offers.

But I can’t shake the feeling that the past isn’t finished with me yet.

And Adrian Wolfe has never been a man who leaves things unfinished.
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ADRIAN WOLFE

Three months.

You’d think that would be enough time for a person to forget the shape of someone else’s breath.
For most people, maybe it is.
Most people don’t affect me.
Most people don’t linger.
But Noah...
Noah wasn’t “most people.”
And three months hasn’t done a damn thing.

I tell myself I’ve moved on.
I tell myself distance is discipline.
I tell myself silence is strength.
But I lie.

Every night, I find myself doing the same thing: standing in the center of this penthouse like it’s a mausoleum, revisiting the ghost of a moment I should’ve buried. The place is too clean, too still. Not at all the way it felt when Noah moved through it—barefoot, curious, cautious, touching the world like he wasn’t sure he deserved to take up space.

He did.
He always did.
Tonight is no different.

I pull up the security footage on my monitor and watch the clip again—the one I shouldn’t have saved. Noah stepping out of his apartment building earlier this afternoon. Marcus Hale at his side, their shoulders brushing like this is normal. Like this is allowed.

My jaw tightens.

I zoom in.

There he is—Marcus.
Still annoyingly handsome in that unthreatening, low-stakes way.
Still pretending kindness is a personality rather than a deflection.
Still acting like he’s the safe option in every room he walks into.
I knew him in high school.
We ran in the same elite circles.
He was always the golden retriever of the group—well-liked, unremarkable, coasting on charm instead of ambition.
Watching him now, standing close enough to Noah to touch?

A surprisingly sharp pressure builds beneath my ribs.
Envy is not an emotion I’m accustomed to.
It’s undignified.
Unnecessary.
Weak.
And yet here it is.

I hit play again.
Noah laughs at something Marcus says.
That does it.

The envy shifts—small, then sudden, then volcanic.

I turn off the screen before I punch through it.

My phone sits on the counter, silent.
The message I sent earlier feels like a mistake, but I read it again anyway.
You look well.

No punctuation.
No softness.
No explanation.
I replay the moment Noah read it—the flicker in his eyes, the way he tried to hide it and couldn’t.

Good.

At least he hasn’t forgotten me.

I walk through the penthouse, the city sprawling beneath the windows like a sea of burning coals. My reflection glides past the glass—calm, composed, unshaken.

All lies.

It’s not until I reach the door at the end of the hall that something inside me stutters.

The Obsidian Room.

I shouldn’t open it.
I shouldn’t step inside.
But I always do.
The scent hits me first.
Faint cologne.
Warm skin.
Memory.
The room is exactly as
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