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NOAH

The problem with making the right decision

is that sometimes it feels exactly like heartbreak.

Three weeks.

That’s how long it’s been since the night I walked away from Adrian Wolfe.

Well—no.

Not walked.

More like froze on my bedroom floor while the driver waited downstairs like a marble statue in a black suit, and my phone lit up with a single text that said Elevator doors open. He is ready when you are.

And I never went.

The elevator stayed open.

The car stayed waiting.

And Adrian?

He never reached out again.

People say silence is neutral.

It’s not.

Silence is a scalpel, and if you hold still long enough, it cuts straight through you.

I tell myself I did the right thing.

I tell myself it wasn’t healthy, wasn’t normal, wasn’t sustainable to keep getting drawn into the gravity of a man who could fold me in half with a look. A man who spoke in rules, walked like a storm in a suit, and made my entire nervous system stutter.

I tell myself this every morning, usually while brushing my teeth, because that’s when the mirror looks the most judgmental.

I did the right thing.

I know I did.

So why does my chest still feel cracked open?

***
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“YOU’RE SIGHING AGAIN,” My roommate, Ethan, says from the kitchen.

He’s leaning against the counter in pajama pants covered in cartoon dinosaurs, sipping coffee like he’s seventy.

“I’m breathing,” I mutter.

He raises an eyebrow. “You’re brooding. There’s a difference.”

“I’m not brooding.”

“You’re sitting at the table staring at your cereal like it personally wronged you.”

I glance down.

Okay, yes, the cereal is soggy.

But that’s more of a texture issue.

“It’s fine,” I say. “I’m just tired.”

Ethan narrows his eyes like he’s looking for the spot where I’m lying.

He’s annoyingly good at that.

“You haven’t been yourself for weeks,” he says. “Ever since you stopped seeing Mr. Billionaire.”

My stomach tightens.

Of course he mentions that.

“It’s nothing,” I say quickly.

Ethan snorts. “You came home each time looking like you saw God and then immediately regretted it.”

I choke on my coffee.

He studies me for a second, then shrugs and switches gears.

Ethan always knows when to back off. He just chooses not to most of the time.

“Anyway,” he says, “I’ll be out tonight. You should do something fun. Go out. Meet someone who doesn’t wear a tuxedo to bed.”

Heat crawls up my neck. “Nobody wears a tuxedo to bed.”

“Rich people do,” he says. “They probably have one for sleeping and one for funerals.”

I stare at him.

He stares back.

We both know exactly which “rich person” he means.

I push my chair back and stand. “I have work. Real work.”

He points to my cereal. “You also have sludge.”

I flip him off and grab my bag.

My hands shake a little as I zip it.

I hate that he notices.

I hate that I notice.

Mostly, I hate that my brain is still stuck three weeks ago, replaying that last night on a loop like a movie I can’t turn off.

***
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THE STUDIO IS LOUD today—people rushing, printers humming, someone arguing about lighting gels in the back.

I should feel at home here.

It’s messy and chaotic and familiar.

Instead, every burst of noise makes me jump like I’m being watched.

Which is stupid.

Nobody is watching me.

He certainly isn’t.

My boss waves me over. “Noah! Got a wedding couple coming in for proofs. Try not to look so tragic. You’re stressing the clients.”

“I’m fine,” I lie.

“You look like someone stole your favorite lens.”

Nobody stole anything.

I just walked away from... whatever that was.

And now I’m supposed to pretend I don’t feel hollow.

Great.

***
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BY THE TIME I LEAVE work, the sky is heavy and purple, too warm for early spring. I cut through the alley behind the bakery because it’s faster, and because the smell of fresh bread makes me feel less like a human disaster.

My phone buzzes.

UNKNOWN NUMBER

Package delivered. Check your mailbox.

My skin prickles.

It’s probably spam.

Or the landlord threatening me again.

Or a wrong number.

But my legs move anyway.

***
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THERE’S ONE BLACK ENVELOPE sitting alone in my mailbox.

No address.

No stamp.

Just my name — handwritten, sharp and elegant.

My pulse spikes.

No.

It can’t be.

I take it upstairs with hands that won’t stay still.

Inside the apartment, Ethan isn’t home.

Good.

I slide my finger under the seal and pull out a single photograph.

My breath stops.

It’s me.

From the gala. The night I worked as one of the event photographers. The night I first set eyes on him.

Standing near the massive glass sculpture, hair curled at the ends, camera strap twisted nervously around my hand.

The lighting is warm.

My face is soft.

And my expression—

I remember that moment.

I was staring at something... someone...

The photo is taken from above.

From a balcony.

From his vantage point.

There’s a second object in the envelope.

A small, folded card.

A single line written in a familiar, precise hand:

You were never invisible.

My heart slams so hard it hurts.

And that’s when it hits me—

Adrian Wolfe didn’t disappear.

He’s been waiting.

Watching.

Aware.

Just as haunted as I am.

And maybe... maybe he didn’t let me go at all.

Maybe he was giving me time.

My hands tremble as I sit on the edge of my bed, the photograph burning my fingertips.

I whisper, barely audible:

“...What are you doing, Adrian?”

But I already know.

He’s pulling me back in.

And I’m not entirely sure I want to resist.

***
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ADRIAN WOLFE

People assume men like me don’t feel anything.

I encourage the assumption.

Emotion complicates structure.

Emotion invites vulnerability.

Emotion makes people unpredictable, messy, unreliable.

Emotion makes you stand in front of a floor-to-ceiling window at midnight, watching the reflection of a boy who never walked through the open elevator doors.

I haven’t slept.

I tell myself it’s because of the European acquisition I’m overseeing.

It’s not.

I tell myself it’s because of quarterly reports.

It’s not that either.

It is Noah Reyes.

The boy who said yes with his eyes before he ever said it with his mouth.

The boy who trembled under my hands and then looked at me with something dangerously close to trust.

And then... didn’t come.

I replay that moment endlessly—the elevator doors opening on the penthouse floor, empty except for the camera watching the space where he should have been.

I waited.

Five minutes.

Ten.

Fifteen.

I don’t wait for anyone.

But for him, I did.

Not because of the rules.

Not because of the dynamic.

Not because he obeyed beautifully.

Because he was honest with me in a way very few people ever are.

He didn’t hide his fear.

He didn’t hide his desire.

He didn’t hide the way he responded to direction like it was oxygen.

And then he hid himself completely.

That was three weeks ago.

Three weeks of silence.

Three weeks of pretending I didn’t check my encrypted messages each morning expecting a notification that never came.

Three weeks of convincing myself it was better this way.

Three weeks of knowing I was lying.

I walk into my private study. The lights rise automatically.

His file is on the desk.

Not a background check — I never opened that. I meant to. I thought about it. But no.

It’s just photographs.

The ones he took.

The ones the gala photographer took.

The one I took from the balcony.

He looked up in that moment, lips parted slightly, eyes searching the crowd.

Searching for what?

An exit?

A safe place?

Or someone who made him feel seen?

I exhale slowly.

The air feels tight in my chest.

Emotion.

Useless.

I turn away before it traps me.

***
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I SIT ON THE EDGE OF the bed, elbows on my knees, listening to the quiet hum of the penthouse.

I rarely bring people here.

Almost never twice.

And yet I remember the exact sound of his breathing on this floor—the way it hitched when I touched his pulse, the way his knees weakened when I gave him praise.

I remember the way he looked at me when I told him he had potential.

Not flattered.

Not confused.

Hungry.

People like Noah don’t understand what they reveal when they respond like that.

People like me notice everything.

***
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A SOFT BUZZ INTERRUPTS my thoughts.

My phone.

A message from security.

“Photo delivered as instructed.”

I tighten my grip on the device.

Good.

Let him remember the truth.

He was not invisible.

He was never invisible to me.

Let him feel the weight of that awareness the same way I have felt the weight of his absence.

Let him decide what to do with it.

I slip the phone into my pocket and stand, watching the city lights flicker like static.

He thinks I’m done with him.

He thinks walking away was a conclusion.

It wasn’t.

It was an interruption.

One I’ve tolerated long enough.

I clasp my hands behind my back, grounding myself in that familiar posture, the one that keeps impulse contained and intention sharp.

I do not chase.

I do not beg.

I do not repeat mistakes.

But I do not allow potential to rot in silence, either.

And Noah was not a mistake.

He was... something else.

Something I don’t want to name yet.

I turn my gaze toward the elevator.

Toward the place where he once stood and hesitated.

Hesitation is fear disguised as thought.

He won’t hesitate when I see him next.

Not because I will command it.

Because this time, he will choose not to.

I tug on my suit jacket.

Enough waiting.

Enough silence.

Tonight, I will go to him.

And this time, he will answer the door.

***
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NOAH

There are bad days, and then there are

whatever today is.

I’ve been pacing my apartment for an hour.

Maybe two.

Time feels like a suggestion, not a rule.

The photo Adrian sent sits on my dresser, angled slightly toward me like it’s judging every decision I’ve made in my life.

It shouldn’t affect me this much.

It was just a picture.

Just a message.

Just a man I told myself I didn’t need.

So why does it feel like he cracked open something inside me and left it buzzing?

I sit on the edge of my bed, elbows on my knees, fingers in my hair. My heart won’t slow down. My skin feels two sizes too small.

“I’m not doing this,” I tell the empty room.

The room doesn’t answer.

I pace again.

The boards creak like they’re tired of me, too.

Ethan comes home around six, slamming the door like always.
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