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Chapter 1: The First Glance

	 

	The dim lighting of the London art gallery created a subdued, almost intimate atmosphere, where every face seemed mysteriously bathed in a warm, golden glow. Conversations were discreet, murmured as if not to break the spell of the place, but Alicya could no longer hear a thing. That evening, she had come to the opening to seek inspiration among the exhibited works, to lose herself in the vibrant colors and provocative curves of the canvases.

	 

	But the moment she saw him, everything else faded away.

	 

	Ben stood there, in front of a painting at the back of the room. Tall, with a powerful yet elegant figure, he exuded a presence that commanded respect and sparked curiosity. His slightly unbuttoned black shirt revealed the line of his collarbones, and his deeply brown skin captured every glimmer of light in the room, making it even richer and more mesmerizing. Alicya, captivated, couldn’t look away. He wasn’t merely observing the painting; he seemed to be scrutinizing it, as if searching for its hidden secret.

	 

	A wave of warmth washed over her. She was usually reserved by nature, often observing the world through a cautious, almost detached lens. But something about him awakened a deep desire within her, a curiosity that unsettled her, an attraction she couldn’t suppress. Her fingers tightened around her wine glass, and before she even realized it, she was moving toward him, unable to resist the magnetic pull drawing her in.

	 

	At that moment, he turned toward her. His gaze seized her in a startling, penetrating way, as if the entire world collapsed around them, leaving only the two of them in a suspended bubble outside of time. His dark eyes seemed unfathomable, filled with mysteries, yet they undressed her without shame, as though he could see right through her, searching for something deeply buried within her.

	 

	A soft but insidious warmth crept up her neck, and her cheeks flushed under the intensity of his gaze. He stepped toward her, each stride slow and deliberate, closing the distance between their bodies. Alicya held her breath, her heart pounding so hard she feared he might hear it. The closer he came, the more she could feel the heat radiating from his body, that almost primal aura emanating from him. She was enveloped by his scent—a warm, spicy fragrance of sandalwood and musk that sent shivers down her spine.

	 

	“Good evening,” he murmured, his voice low and slightly rough, vibrating like a warm breath against her skin.

	 

	Alicya, slightly off balance, took a deep breath to steady herself. “Good evening…” she replied, her voice betraying a faint nervousness.

	 

	“My name is Ben,” he added, a subtle smile curving the corner of his lips.

	 

	He didn’t extend a hand to greet her; instead, his eyes roamed her face, observing every curve, every nuance. Alicya felt his gaze slide over her skin like an invisible, almost tangible caress. It was as though he touched her without actually making contact, tracing the outline of her lips, the curve of her neck, and the edge of her dress that clung to her figure.

	 

	She introduced herself in turn, trying to keep her voice steady despite the intensity burning within her. They exchanged a few trivial words, as if to mask the growing tension thickening between them, but each phrase, each smile, added another layer of sensuality to their interaction.

	 

	When he reached for his wine glass to toast her, his fingers briefly brushed against her wrist, a fleeting touch that sent a shiver through her. The sensation of his skin on hers, however brief, triggered a wave of warmth that radiated all the way to her fingertips. Alicya felt a shiver course down her spine, an unbridled desire unlike anything she had ever experienced, igniting within her with an intensity that left her breathless.

	 

	Ben looked at her in silence, an amused and passionate glint in his dark eyes. “So, Alicya, what brings you here tonight?”

	 

	She briefly glanced away, trying to collect her thoughts. “I’m an art student, and I love exhibitions. Art allows me to see the world in a… different way,” she said, her voice unusually soft.

	 

	Ben nodded, his gaze fixed on her, absorbing every word and expression. “You’re right. Art, music… it’s all an invitation to feel, to go beyond yourself. It’s like… an impulse, a desire that can’t be controlled.”

	 

	His words seeped into her like a shared secret, stirring a mix of fear and excitement within her. She realized that the man before her wasn’t just talking about music. He was speaking of them, of what had already sparked between them—an uncontrollable, raw, almost primal attraction.

	 

	Ben stepped closer, his hand brushing lightly against her waist in a gesture so subtle, yet profoundly intimate. Alicya felt her breath quicken as the space between them disappeared. His lips, mere inches from hers, his warm breath brushing her skin, hung there for a moment before he murmured, “I’d really like to see you again.”

	 

	She closed her eyes briefly, absorbing the warmth of his breath and the softness of his voice. She knew that saying yes would mean giving in to a dangerous temptation, but she couldn’t stop herself from agreeing, caught in the grip of this intense and unexpected connection. She looked up at him, a small smile playing on her lips, her eyes a mix of challenge and desire.

	 

	The world around them seemed to vanish, leaving their souls bare and vulnerable before each other.

	 

	Time felt suspended as Ben waited for her response, his gaze locked with hers, as if trying to read every thought forming in her mind. She could feel the electricity in the air, as though the slightest word or gesture could ignite something greater, deeper. She felt unsteady, yet a part of her didn’t want to escape this intoxicating feeling.

	 

	Finally, she let out a small laugh—nervous but also liberated—a sound that lingered between them like an invisible bridge. “I suppose we will,” she said softly, her voice barely audible, as she bit her lower lip, unable to hold back a smile.

	 

	Ben watched her, a spark lighting up his dark eyes. He tilted his head slightly, a smile both amused and satisfied spreading across his lips. He knew, just as she did, that no more words were necessary. The decision had already been made, a silent pact sealed in their shared gaze.

	 

	The noise of the conversations around them—the murmurs and bursts of laughter—suddenly seemed to come back to life, but it all felt distant, like an echo from a world they were momentarily detached from. Alicya couldn’t quite remember how the conversation continued. They exchanged a few more pleasantries, but the essence of it, the unspoken truth, lingered between them, tangible and irreplaceable.

	 

	After a while, Ben let out a soft sigh and straightened, his fingers brushing against Alicya’s wrist one last time—a fleeting touch heavy with intention. “I have a feeling you and I have much to explore,” he said, his deep voice carrying a promise without words.

	 

	Alicya nodded, a shiver running through her body at the thought of the unspoken promises. “Maybe…” she murmured. She wanted to say more but couldn’t find the words to express the storm within her. It was an invitation, but also a warning—a recognition of the tension they shared, waiting to ignite.

	 

	Ben slowly stepped back, never taking his eyes off her, as if leaving space for something between them to grow, something neither could yet touch. His gaze lingered on her face for a moment before he turned away, resuming his place near the painting he had been studying earlier. He said nothing else, but the way he had looked at her before leaving suggested he knew she would return. And perhaps, in some way, he had never truly left her thoughts.

	 

	Alicya stood still for a moment, unable to move, paralyzed by an inner heat. Her mind spun in circles, the images of the evening blurring under the intensity of what she had just experienced. She took a long breath, trying to ground herself, to reconnect with the world outside. But everything seemed to orbit around that encounter, that interaction that felt like only the beginning.

	 

	She walked slowly toward the gallery exit, her feet moving instinctively. The sound of her steps on the floor echoed in her mind like a persistent refrain. One thought followed her with every step: this wasn’t just a fleeting encounter, not merely a moment of desire or passing fascination. No, something had been set into motion—something deeper, inevitable.

	 

	As she stepped through the door, the cold night air hit her face, a stark contrast to the warmth that still coursed through her. She paused in the vestibule, watching the streetlights reflect on the wet pavement, then closed her eyes, feeling her heart pound harder—a silent promise of what was to come.

	 

	Alicya had no plan, no map for the path she was about to take. But she knew, deep down, there was no turning back. She had opened herself to the unknown, and in the darkness of the night, something within her trembled with a new excitement.

	 

	The next morning, Alicya woke with a feverish sensation. She was still consumed by the memory of the previous evening, by the intensity of Ben’s gaze, by the indescribable connection that had united them. She rose, dressing almost mechanically, but her thoughts were elsewhere, caught in a space between reality and the unspoken promise of their meeting.

	 

	She needed to see Ben again, needed to know where this could lead. But one question lingered in her mind: was this just a game for him, or an invitation to something deeper? There was a part of him she couldn’t grasp, a shadowy mystery that only fueled her desire to uncover more.

	 

	She picked up her phone, hesitating for a moment before typing a message. Then, without overthinking it, she pressed “send.”

	 

	"Will we see each other again soon?"

	 

	The phone vibrated on the table, breaking the heavy silence of her apartment. Alicya, lost in her thoughts since sending the message, froze. Her heart raced for a moment, every second stretching into an eternity. She knew he would reply, but the imminence of the moment, the simplicity of waiting, made her nervous.

	 

	She placed her hands on the smooth surface of the table, her palms slightly damp, and waited. The chime of her phone cut through the quiet, and her eyes darted immediately to the screen. Ben.

	 

	She took a deep breath before opening the message, expecting something short, concise. But what he wrote struck her in a way that was gentle, almost sensual.

	 

	Ben: "Soon… if you wish it."

	 

	That was all. No details, no concrete promises, just that simplicity. Those words, so direct, brimming with unspoken meaning. Time seemed to hang in the air. Alicya felt a warm wave spread through her, slow yet powerful. He knew exactly what he wanted. And he knew she wanted it too—that she could no longer retreat. What he offered wasn’t a game of seduction but a silent pact, an invitation to lose themselves in a dance that had only just begun.

	 

	She closed her eyes for a moment, feeling the desire surge within her, fueled by her swirling thoughts. Yes, she wanted him. More than she thought possible, this realization burned through her veins. She caught herself imagining his hands on her skin, his breath against her neck—the budding desire of a silent promise she could no longer ignore.

	 

	Her finger hovered over the screen, trembling slightly, before typing her reply.

	 

	Alicya: "Yes, I want it."

	 

	She bit her lower lip, her eyes fixed on her phone, a soft sigh of frustration and anticipation escaping her lips. She felt as though she were crossing a threshold, that her message had tethered her to him in an indelible way. And yet, part of her still felt fragile, vulnerable. She was still the shy student who lost herself in her sketches, who preferred to fade into the shadows where no one’s gaze could reach her. But with him… it was different. He had seen her differently. He had stripped her bare without even touching her.

	 

	The phone vibrated again. Ben.

	 

	Ben: "Then, tonight. 8 PM. At the same gallery."

	 

	A shiver ran through her as she read the message. He didn’t need to add anything else. Tonight, at 8 PM. Simple, direct, as though everything had already been decided. She didn’t need to ask herself if she was ready. She knew she was. She had to be. He had offered her a chance—a suspended moment where their desires could finally meet, unrestrained.

	 

	She lifted her eyes from the phone, her still-trembling fingers resting on the table, and stared at her reflection in the mirror. She didn’t quite recognize herself, as though she were becoming another version of herself—a version that didn’t worry about consequences, that let herself be carried away by what she felt. Her eyes sparkled, her heart pounded, and every fiber of her being seemed to vibrate at the thought of this meeting. The longing to see him again overwhelmed everything else.

	 

	She rose slowly, almost weightlessly, wondering how to prepare for such an encounter. It wasn’t just about how she looked. It was about what he would awaken in her—how his eyes, his presence, his breath would transform her. The essence of it wasn’t in her appearance but in the meeting itself… and everything that would follow.

	 

	On instinct, she chose a black dress, one she had long hesitated to wear. She knew she looked beautiful in it, but it had always intimidated her. Tonight, there was no hesitation. She let the dress embrace her curves, wrapping her body with a simple sensuality, enough to catch his eye. Minimal makeup, a deep breath in the mirror. She was ready.

	 

	At 7:45 PM, she stepped out of her home. The cool night air hit her face, a stark contrast to the warmth bubbling inside her. Each step brought her closer to him, each thought infused with desire. She walked with an almost frantic pace, her mind flooded with the image of his eyes, his hands, his breath… and what they might do together.

	 

	She arrived at the gallery a few minutes before the scheduled time. The atmosphere was just as it had been the night before: dim, hushed, a perfect setting for fleeting encounters. But tonight, Alicya felt like a different person. She was no longer just a spectator of the art. She was part of the canvas, a vibrant color, a shape that would merge with another—darker, more intense. She stepped inside, her eyes scanning for the familiar presence that made her pulse quicken.

	 

	And then she saw him. Ben. He was there, standing in the same spot, his gaze fixed on a painting he examined with the same intensity. But this time, he wasn’t alone. A woman stood beside him, laughing softly at something he had just said. In the next instant, Alicya felt a lump rise in her throat. It wasn’t jealousy—no, it was more like a reminder of her own vulnerability. She wasn’t the only one drawn to him.

	 

	But before she could dwell on the thought, Ben slowly turned his head and saw her. His gaze, as piercing as the first time, locked onto hers with such intensity that she felt a weight in her chest. His dark eyes seemed to see through her, to unravel her, as if he already knew everything about her—everything she felt, everything she wanted.

	 

	He gave a brief nod to the woman beside him, who moved away without further notice. Then he turned fully toward Alicya, his lips curling into a smile that was both devastating and reassuring.

	 

	"I knew you’d come," he said, his deep, gentle voice settling over her like a warm embrace. The words were merely an echo of the desire that hung between them, tangible, almost touchable.

	 

	Alicya stepped forward slowly, her heart pounding in an uncontrollable rhythm. Her hands were damp, her thoughts a tangled mess, but her body knew exactly what it wanted. He desired her, he saw her, and he no longer wanted her to hide behind her fragility. He wanted to uncover her completely, to help her bloom in a new light.

	 

	She moved closer to him, each step feeling heavier, more irresistible. When she finally reached him, he held her gaze, as if waiting for something more.

	 

	She looked up, her eyes meeting his, and murmured, her voice barely audible, "Yes, I’m here."

	 

	He smiled—a quiet, devastatingly confident smile. Then, without a word, he extended his hand toward her, inviting her to follow him. The world around them faded away, leaving only their two bodies and the intimate space they had just created—irrevocable and delicious.

	 

	Alicya stepped back slightly, taking a deep breath, trying to regain a sense of calm. The atmosphere between her and Ben was still charged, but something within her rebelled against the intensity of their closeness. She felt as though she had let herself be swept away too much, as if the heat of his gaze and the gentleness of his gestures had pulled her into a space she wasn’t quite ready to inhabit. She averted her eyes momentarily, seeking to reestablish a sense of distance.

	 

	Ben didn’t move but watched her intently, noting every movement, every rise and fall of her breath as she calmed herself. He understood. He knew this tension was a fragile dance, and he didn’t want to rush things or overwhelm her. His dark eyes stayed fixed on her, a steady yet unobtrusive presence.

	 

	"You need time," he said softly, his voice calm and soothing, an invitation to breathe and not get lost in the moment’s intensity.

	 

	Alicya nodded slowly, her throat tight. "I…" She trailed off, unsure how to articulate the thought swirling in her mind. "I didn’t expect it to happen like this."

	 

	"And how did you want it to happen?" Ben asked, his gaze curious but without pressure. He wasn’t pushing her to answer; he was simply observing, attentive to her every move, her every gesture.

	 

	Alicya took a deep breath, centering herself. There was no rush here. No urgency. Not yet. It wasn’t just the intensity of the situation that unsettled her—it was the part of herself she struggled to accept. That fragile, vulnerable side. That willingness to surrender she had never allowed to fully take hold.

	 

	She turned slightly to the side, crossing her arms lightly in front of her. "I think… I’m not used to this kind of… connection." She searched for the words, but they eluded her. "Everything feels so… fast, so intense."

	 

	Ben let her speak, remaining at a distance as if each word she said was valuable. Silence settled between them, but it wasn’t heavy. It was filled with understanding, with a gentle space that allowed them both to breathe.

	 

	"I understand," Ben said, stepping forward slightly, though still leaving space between them. "Not everything has to happen at once." He offered her a small, reassuring smile, as if to ease the anxiety written on her face. "We can take our time."

	 

	Alicya lowered her gaze for a moment, her fingers tightening around the glass of wine she still held. He was right. Not everything needed to unfold all at once. She wasn’t ready to make sense of everything in an instant or to let things move too quickly. Part of her still felt like she was balancing on a fine edge, uncertain of what she truly felt. There were too many questions crowding her mind, too many shadows yet to be explored.

	 

	She raised her eyes to him. "Maybe we could... start by just talking?" She blushed slightly as she said these words. It wasn’t an invitation to get closer, nor a gesture of submission. It was simply her way of regaining control, of understanding what she was feeling, without pressure, without obligation.

	 

	Ben watched her for a moment, thoughtful, then a calm smile spread across his lips. "Talking?" He nodded. "That seems like a great idea." He relaxed a little, his gaze softening, losing some of its intensity. He sat down on the nearby sofa, at a respectful distance, and gestured for her to do the same.

	 

	Alicya sat across from him, although the distance between them was barely perceptible. But that distance was there, necessary, like a vital space, a neutral ground where she could feel less fragile, more in control. She took a sip of her wine, a nearly mechanical gesture to give herself a little courage.

	 

	"You have quite a... temper," she searched for the right words. "... calm," she added finally. "You’re able to have a conversation without trying to rush it."

	 

	Ben chuckled softly, a warm and pleasant sound, before replying. "I know when to let things unfold on their own." He looked at her for a moment, his smile slowly fading. "And I also know that sometimes, it's in slowness that we find the most truth."

	 

	Alicya felt a shiver run through her skin. He spoke with such depth, such wisdom, that it unsettled her a little. There was a part of him she couldn’t quite grasp, a part of his mind that knew everything but chose not to force anything. And that made her even more curious.

	 

	She crossed her legs, relaxing a bit on the couch. "I feel like there’s so much I don’t understand about you yet."

	 

	Ben smiled again, a mysterious smile. "Maybe. But there’s nothing wrong with not understanding everything right away. Life, people... it takes time to discover them. And sometimes, you have to accept not knowing everything."

	 

	Ben’s words resonated within her, touching a sensitive spot. She had always had the need to understand, to analyze everything, to grasp everything immediately. But perhaps there was also beauty in the unknown, in the slow discovery of another person.

	 

	She looked at Ben for a moment, her eyes locked with his, still trying to read that depth that both fascinated and paralyzed her at the same time. He wasn’t in a hurry. He waited, there, with her, in that fragile tranquility. A silence settled, light, almost pleasant, like a promise that time, after all, was not their enemy.

	 

	Alicya felt a little lighter, a little more at peace, as the minutes passed slowly, without pressure. Nothing had to happen tonight. There was just the exchange, the conversation, and maybe, later, another step. But not today. Not yet.

	 

	The silence between Alicya and Ben wasn’t heavy, but soothing. A silence that spoke as much as their words, like a silent conversation in the making, ready to burst forth when they were ready to reveal a little more to each other. Alicya felt a strange sense of intimacy that had nothing to do with the physical, but seeped deeply into her mind. It was this quiet communion woven through glances, silences, gestures that weren’t yet intimate gestures, but already carried their promise.

	 

	Ben, still sitting across from her, seemed absorbed in his thoughts. He watched her attentively, not as if waiting for an immediate reaction, but as if every movement of her body, every twitch of her lips, deserved special attention. It was an observant, almost curious gaze, one that didn’t force, didn’t press. And this, more than anything, unsettled Alicya.

	 

	She rubbed her hands over her legs, trying to dispel the sense of apprehension that lingered in her chest. It was strange. They were here, in this neutral space, distant yet in an intimate way. As if, without her noticing, a link had already formed between them, subtle and almost invisible, but growing stronger with each passing moment.

	 

	Ben broke the silence. His voice, still calm, resonated gently in the room. "You seem a little distant, Alicya."

	 

	She looked up at him, surprised. "I was just thinking about... all of this." She vaguely gestured between them, as well as the situation, the mix of emotions bubbling within her. "I’m not someone who lets things happen without thinking. I always need to understand, analyze. But... you, you seem to accept everything, as if you know that everything will happen in its own time."

	 

	Ben looked at her for a moment, the corner of his smile still present. "Maybe I’ve learned to accept what I can’t control." He stretched slightly on the couch but never broke eye contact. "Life isn’t always a puzzle to solve, Alicya. Sometimes, you just have to let the pieces fall into place on their own."

	 

	Alicya leaned a little more against the backrest of the couch, crossing her arms over her chest, a position that reflected both her desire to open up and the protection she was building around herself. "It’s hard for me," she said in a low voice. "I... I’m not used to waiting without knowing. Not understanding everything." She left a silence hanging between them, before continuing, as if an invisible barrier had just cracked. "I think that’s why I’m here."

	 

	Ben slightly tilted his head, attentive, like a patient man allowing his conversation partner to go at her own pace. "And why are you here, Alicya?"

	 

	She took a deep breath, feeling her muscles relax a little. "Because I don’t know how to ignore what I feel for you. I’m lost between what I want... and what I should do." Her words were soft, but sincere, like a confession she wasn’t used to making. She lowered her eyes, feeling more vulnerable than ever.

	 

	Ben didn’t answer immediately. He stood up, walking toward the window, looking outside leisurely. He didn’t need to speak. His actions were enough. He slowly returned to her, without haste, letting the weight of his silences hang between them, maintaining that fragile but palpable tension.

	 

	"You know," he finally said, as he leaned against the coffee table, right in front of her, "there’s no right time, no wrong decision, Alicya." He leaned slightly forward, his voice more intimate, closer, but still calm. "Sometimes, you just have to accept that you’re at a crossroads, not knowing exactly which direction to take." He paused, as if his words were slowly unfolding in the space between them. "But no matter which direction you choose, I’ll be here. And that won’t change."

	 

	Ben’s tone was serene, almost reassuring. And despite the intensity of what he had just said, Alicya felt a strange warmth seep into her. Something in his words touched her where she was most vulnerable, in that need for security, to know that she could afford not to have everything figured out, to embrace uncertainty without being terrified of it.

	 

	She lifted her eyes to him, her lips forming a small uncertain smile. "You know, this doesn’t seem that simple," she said with a slight nervous laugh. "I always feel like there’s a choice to be made. And I..." She stopped, trying to put into words what was bubbling inside her. "And I can’t tell if I really want this."

	 

	Ben stepped closer, his gaze still fixed on hers. "You don’t need to know right away." He had a calmness that mirrored her own inner turmoil. "The only thing that matters is what you feel right now. Not tomorrow, not in a month. Today."

	 

	Alicya felt her heart race slightly. He had this ability to make her focus on the present moment, to make her forget all the uncertainties that troubled her. Yet, a slight doubt lingered within her, like a mist that wouldn’t dissipate immediately. But at that precise moment, she felt freer in her choices, more at peace.

	 

	She smiled gently. "Maybe you're right."

	 

	Ben moved a bit away to resume his place on the couch, his gaze still fixed on her. "Sometimes, you just have to accept that everything doesn’t need to make immediate sense. Life isn’t just about logic, Alicya. It’s also about feeling."

	 

	She remained silent for a moment, lost in her thoughts, but this time, she wasn’t afraid. She felt safe here, in this space where nothing seemed to need to be rushed. Time, slowly, was becoming her ally.

	 

	In the calm that followed, Alicya realized there was still so much she didn’t know, not only about Ben but also about herself. But that no longer mattered. There was a silent truth in this shared moment, and perhaps that truth would be enough to illuminate the path ahead.

	 

	She stood up gently, mindful of her movements but without overthinking. "I think I’ll head home," she said, her voice calmer now. "But I’d like for us to meet again soon."

	 

	Ben stood up in turn, a quiet smile on his lips. "I’ll be here." He didn’t feel the need to say more. Words were unnecessary now. What mattered was the present moment.

	 

	Alicya walked away slowly, her steps light, but her mind at peace. She didn’t have all the answers yet, but for the first time in a long time, she wasn’t afraid of that.

	 

	The next day, Alicya had a bit of trouble organizing her thoughts. The conversation with Ben still haunted her, but in a new way. The moment had been soothing, almost gentle. She felt that something had shifted between them, but what exactly, she wasn’t sure. Everything was happening slowly, through exchanged words, silences, and imperceptible gestures.

	 

	That evening, Ben had invited her to have coffee at a small bistro near the university. Nothing spectacular, but the idea of meeting his dark eyes again and being able to talk without the pressure of the art gallery made her feel a bit more at ease. Upon arriving, Alicya felt slightly nervous, but at the same time, she was curious. Curious about what could unfold between them without everything being defined.

	 

	They sat at a small table at the back, near the window. The place was cozy, almost intimate, and the dim light gave the atmosphere a sort of soft warmth. Ben had a calm smile when he saw her sit down, but she could feel his gaze studying her every move with that intensity that had become familiar to her.

	 

	They started chatting about everything and nothing—about their days, the little anecdotes that dotted their lives. After a while, Alicya realized she had probably talked too much about her studies, gone into too much detail about her projects, her schedule. She had the feeling she’d done a bit of a monologue without really meaning to. Then Ben slightly turned toward her, a playful smile on his lips.

	 

	"You know, Alicya, you talk a lot more about your classes than about yourself," he remarked, a hint of humor in his voice.

	 

	She blushed slightly, a bit embarrassed. "Well, it’s just… I always feel like others don’t really care much about what I do outside of my studies." She shrugged, as if it were obvious.

	 

	Ben smiled even more. "That’s a nice way of saying you’re not used to talking about yourself."

	 

	Alicya tried to find a way to steer the conversation elsewhere, but just as she was about to take a sip of her coffee, a little incident occurred. Lifting the cup too quickly, she made a sudden movement, and in a series of awkward gestures, she spilled her coffee… on her lap.

	 

	A dull thud, followed by a small cry of surprise. Alicya found herself staring at her soaked pants and the overturned cup on the table. She glanced over at Ben, whose initial surprise quickly turned into a burst of genuine laughter. He looked almost amused, not mocking, but rather delighted by the irony of the situation.

	 

	Alicya immediately blushed, unsure whether to laugh or apologize. "Oh no, I’m… so sorry," she exclaimed, trying to blot her leg with a paper napkin, but without much success.

	 

	Ben leaned forward to help her. "You know, I think this is the first time I’ve seen someone make such a blunder with a coffee." He gently slipped his hand under the table, grabbing another napkin to hand to her, without the slightest embarrassment. "It’s fine, I think you’ll survive." He gave her a conspiratorial smile.

	 

	Caught in the trap of her own clumsiness, Alicya couldn’t help but smile too, even though she felt a bit ridiculous. “You’re not saying anything, but I’m sure you think I’m a real case study in awkwardness.”

	 

	“Not at all,” he replied calmly, continuing to help her blot up the mess. “It’s just that you give me the impression of being a little… spontaneous.”

	 

	She looked at him, amused, and shook her head. “Spontaneous, or downright disastrous. I think I’ve never made such a blatant mistake in front of anyone else.” She forced herself to laugh, which lightened the atmosphere. “But I guess we can add this to the list of reasons why I’m a walking disaster.”

	 

	Ben looked at her for a moment, a mischievous smile on his lips. “A disaster, really? I’d say you’re more of a person with her own charm… even in her clumsiness.” He added, in a teasing tone, “Anyway, it’s the first time I’ve seen someone spill coffee so elegantly.”

	 

	Alicya felt even more embarrassed, but in a way, it was almost pleasant. The tension that had been there at the beginning, that fragile distance she had felt, seemed to have dissipated. She shot him a sideways glance. “You know, that’s not exactly the kind of compliment I was expecting… But I guess it works for me.”

	 

	They exchanged a knowing smile, and that unpredictable mishap seemed to add something lighthearted to the evening. A little shared moment of laughter, a human weakness that broke down some of the distance they had maintained up until then.

	 

	In the end, Ben even offered to pay for the new cup of coffee, with a mischievous wink. “Because I think it’s the least I can do, right? After all, I just witnessed a masterpiece you created with your coffee.”

	 

	Alicya, still a bit flushed, had no choice but to reply with an amused smile. “Okay, okay, you win. But you owe me a rematch for that.”

	 

	Ben looked at her for a moment, a sparkle in his eyes. “I hope this rematch doesn’t involve more spilled coffee. Because honestly, I’m not sure I’ll survive another scene like that.”

	 

	Alicya burst out laughing. “I promise, I’ll be more careful next time.”

	 

	The light and slightly awkward exchange seemed to mark a turning point in their interaction. Beyond the clumsiness, there was now an obvious camaraderie forming, something simple, sincere. The evening continued in a much more relaxed atmosphere, the irony of the little incident having broken down the last barriers. Ben and Alicya found themselves in a more fluid conversation, less tense, as if through this small mishap, they had allowed themselves to be human, to drop the pretenses, and simply share a moment, without pressure.

	 

	Time passed, and Alicya felt something inside her slowly untangling. With each new meeting, Ben seemed a little less distant, a little more... present. These moments spent together, even though they remained simple, were gradually weaving themselves into Alicya’s daily life like invisible yet strong threads.

	 

	The following week, they met again in the same bistro. This time, it was Ben who arrived a little early, and he greeted her with a smile as if, on his side too, he had learned to appreciate their little ritual. Alicya felt more relaxed, even though the underlying anxiety of not knowing exactly where they stood had not disappeared. But she was ready to accept that uncertainty, to move at her own pace.

	 

	They ordered their coffees, and this time, nothing was spilled. No coffee spilled, no blunder to speak of. But the atmosphere was different. More peaceful. More... intimate. As if, through small gestures, shared laughter, and consenting silences, they had brushed against something greater. But what?

	 

	Ben, in a light tone, finally broke the silence that seemed filled with a gentle tension.

	 

	“You know, I think I’m starting to understand why you talk so much about your projects,” he said, setting his cup down on the table. “It’s a part of you, it almost defines you. And yet, there’s something you’ve never really talked about, and I was wondering if… you’d be willing to tell me about it someday.”

	 

	Alicya raised an eyebrow, a little surprised by the direction of the conversation. She played with her spoon for a moment. “What exactly do you want to know?”

	 

	Ben smiled, and his expression suddenly became more serious, less playful. “Who you are, deep down, beyond the studies. What you want, what you dream… I don’t know, maybe I’m just curious.”

	 

	Alicya felt a shiver run down her spine. The urge to protect herself made itself felt, but at the same time, a part of her was ready to open up. After all, she had spent so much time building walls around her dreams, her vulnerabilities. And besides, what was the point in avoiding a conversation she knew would be inevitable, sooner or later?

	 

	She took a deep breath before meeting Ben’s gaze. “I guess I’ve always had the feeling that my dreams were a little… too big for me. Or maybe too fragile to show.”

	 

	Ben listened carefully, without interrupting, just a slight smile showing that he wasn’t judging her.

	 

	“And that scares you,” he said softly, as if encouraging her to continue.

	 

	She nodded. “Yes, it scares me. I’ve always felt that if I let my dreams take root in the real world, they might break. I’m afraid they’re never strong enough, never... real enough.” She froze for a moment, feeling almost vulnerable in her own words.

	 

	Ben looked at her directly, as if he were really seeing her for the first time. Then, with unexpected tenderness, he replied, “But maybe the most important thing is to let those dreams breathe. It doesn’t matter if they’re fragile or if they seem unattainable. What matters is that they’re yours, that they belong to you.”

	 

	Alicya stared at him for a moment, almost incredulously. There was such certainty in his voice, such conviction, that it made her feel strangely comforted. Like a kind of permission. Permission to dream, not to have to control everything, not to have to hide her flaws.

	 

	“Do you really believe that?” she asked, almost to convince herself.

	 

	Ben answered without hesitation. “Yes. I believe your dreams are your strength, not your weakness.” He looked her straight in the eyes. “And, if it helps, I don’t think you’re a disaster. I think you’re simply becoming who you’re meant to be.”

	 

	Alicya's heart tightened slightly, as if those words had touched a sensitive chord, one she had long kept on mute. She felt a warmth spread through her, but she didn’t quite know how to react to it. What Ben was saying felt so right, so obvious, yet at the same time, it was so new to her.

	 

	She looked away, trying to hide the emotion rising within her. Then, a small smile appeared on her lips. “You’re an incorrigible optimist.”

	 

	“Maybe,” he replied, genuinely amused. “But I think sometimes you have to be a little crazy to see things from a different perspective.”

	 

	Alicya chuckled softly, touched by the simplicity of his words. Maybe he was right. Maybe it was time to let things happen, without worrying too much about the outcome. To stop being afraid of what she had to offer, even if it wasn’t perfect.

	 

	They continued talking, exchanging ideas and bursts of laughter. The evening unfolded like an extension of the simplicity they were beginning to share, and Alicya had the sense that something was building between them, slowly but surely. There was no need to define this "something" just yet. Sometimes, the best stories are born in the undefined.

	 

	And as they stood up to leave, Ben said with a mischievous smile, “You know, we should really do something more unexpected next time. Maybe an upside-down coffee, just to change things up a bit.” He raised an eyebrow, as if challenging her usual calm demeanor.

	 

	Alicya burst out laughing. “If you think I’ll ever make an upside-down coffee, you’re dreaming. But I’ll make you a promise: next time, I’ll be careful with what I spill.”

	 

	And this time, she didn’t talk about her projects or her doubts. They left the bistro with light smiles, without asking any questions, like two people who finally allowed themselves to just be.

	 

	The following days were a tangle of uncertainties and small revelations. Alicya found herself thinking more and more about Ben, but in a different way. It was no longer just curiosity or the desire to understand him. No, something had shifted after that conversation. Something deeper, more personal. She caught herself looking for signs, clues in their exchanges, in his silences, in the way he would give her a smile or a sweet word. But despite everything, she still had that block deep within her, like an invisible wall she couldn’t seem to cross.

	 

	The following Saturday, Ben invited her to an exhibition he had mentioned during their last coffee. It wasn’t a large gallery, but a small contemporary art space in the city center, a rather intimate place where art confronted societal issues. Alicya accepted without hesitation, part of her simply curious to see what he liked about that world.

	 

	She arrived a little early. The place was small but surprisingly bright, with large windows that overlooked the street. Natural light mixed with the artwork, and everything seemed to float in a slightly unreal atmosphere. Alicya lingered for a moment in front of an abstract painting that, to her eyes, seemed to depict a whirlwind of frantic shapes and colors. She wondered what Ben thought of it. He, who seemed to have such a different view of life, of art, of everything—how did he perceive this kind of work?

	 

	She didn’t have to wait long. A few minutes later, he arrived, his familiar smile on his lips. As soon as he saw her, he walked over with a confident step, a little more relaxed than usual.

	 

	“You arrived early,” he said, greeting her. “Do you like this place?”

	 

	Alicya nodded with a smile, but before she could answer, he leaned toward the artwork she had stopped in front of.

	 

	“Ah, this one,” he said, gesturing toward it with a wave of his hand. “It’s a rather intense painting, isn’t it? To me, it speaks of some sort of inner chaos. I think it echoes all our lives, that invisible violence we sometimes endure without even realizing it.” He looked at her, intrigued. “What do you think?”

	 

	Alicya suddenly felt a little lost in interpreting this piece. She didn’t have the same ability to decipher art as he did. But something in his gaze pushed her to respond with more than just an observation.

	 

	“I feel like the artist is trying to show that, sometimes, everything is too blurry, too intertwined. That you can no longer see where the chaos begins and where clarity ends. It’s...” She paused, searching for her words. “It’s a representation of uncertainty, maybe. But deep down, I find it a bit overwhelming.”

	 

	Ben seemed to appreciate her response, and he smiled more widely. “It’s interesting that you see it that way. For me, I think the blur is also a form of freedom. Maybe chaos is also a way to break free from expectations. But I understand what you mean.”

	 

	They moved from one artwork to the next, sometimes talking about art, sometimes about other topics. There was a lightness to their exchange, but also that underlying tension, as if, at any moment, one of them could break the silence with a more intimate truth.

	 

	At one point, after observing a video installation depicting loneliness and confinement, Ben turned toward her, his gaze suddenly more serious.

	 

	“Alicya, you told me the other night that you didn’t know if you could say you felt the same way I do,” he said, pausing before adding, “I don’t want you to feel obligated to answer this right away, but... I think I’d like to know where you stand.”

	 

	The question, asked directly, sent a shiver through Alicya. Her heart beat faster, and her stomach tightened as if the question had just knocked on a door she wasn’t ready to open. She threw him a quick glance, feeling trapped by her own hesitation.

	 

	Ben waited patiently, as if he knew she needed time.

	 

	She sighed softly, her gaze momentarily lost in the shifting images of the installation. There was this feeling of suffocation, a sense of wanting to say something but not knowing how. Finally, she answered, her voice a little hesitant:

	 

	“I think... I’m scared, Ben.” She finally looked at him, a glimmer of vulnerability in her eyes. “I’m scared of what this could become between us. I’m scared of all of this. Of everything we feel, of everything we could become.”

	 

	Ben looked at her in silence, as though absorbing her words. Then, with infinite tenderness, he replied:

	 

	“Fear is normal. Maybe it’s what makes things feel more real. But you know, there’s no pressure, Alicya. If you’re not ready, I understand. I don’t want to force you into anything.”

	 

	These words, simple but so sincere, had the effect of a calming wave. Alicya felt her heart loosen a little. There was no urgency, no judgment in his words. He accepted her in her uncertainty, in her fear, and that was something rare.

	 

	They stayed there, observing the artworks, losing themselves in the contemplation of art, but something had changed. Alicya didn’t know if she was ready to take that step with him, but for the first time, she wasn’t afraid of the idea. She wasn’t afraid of him.

	 

	Maybe it was time to let go, maybe it was time to be carried by this story, which, even though blurry and uncertain, now seemed to be the most beautiful one she had ever lived. But one thing was certain: this journey, she would take it with him, at her own pace, without rushing. Because, in this turmoil, she finally felt ready to embrace the sweetness of uncertainty.

	 

	The weeks that followed were marked by slow evolution, as if each moment spent together was a small step toward something more intimate, something deeper. Alicya and Ben seemed to discover each other with every conversation, every smile exchanged, every moment of silence where their gazes met. Their relationship, built on tenderness and hesitation, deepened without rushing, but with a palpable sensuality that, though discreet, infused every gesture, every word.

	 

	That evening, the wind blew gently outside, a cool breeze filtering through the half-open windows. The air was soft, almost intimate, enveloping the two figures in the dimmed warmth of Alicya’s living room. She had decided to invite him over after a long day, and even though this wasn’t the first time, this invitation felt different. Something new hung in the air, a silent promise, an invisible yet palpable tension between them.

	 

	They had gathered around a simple yet delicious dinner: a creamy pasta dish she had carefully prepared for him, a light wine that paired perfectly with the evening. Throughout the meal, their laughter blended with the quiet conversations, discussions that floated like light caresses, never delving too deeply, as if the words were a form of foreplay.

	 

	Ben was watching her, his eyes gleaming with a tranquil glow, as if he were savoring every detail of the evening. Every movement, every gesture she made seemed fascinating to him. He was there, attentive, listening, and his gaze never strayed from her for too long, as if, even without speaking, he was feeding off her presence.

	 

	After dinner, they settled onto the couch, Alicya slightly pulled back into the corner but still close to him. Soft jazz played in the background, filling the space with its gentle, sensual rhythm. Time seemed to suspend around them. And yet, despite the sweetness of the evening, Alicya couldn’t help but feel that vibration, that shiver running down her skin every time Ben was too close. A shiver she didn’t want to escape, but one she still found hard to understand.

	 

	Ben slowly turned his head towards her, and their eyes met. A gaze that seemed suspended in time, filled with a thousand unspoken things. His lips curved into a subtle smile, and he leaned in gently, sliding his hand near hers.

	 

	“I think I could spend hours just watching you,” he murmured, his voice low, almost a breath.

	 

	Alicya felt her heart race, her breath growing shorter. The warmth of his gaze engulfed her, touching her, surrounding her in a way she had never experienced before. A shiver ran down her spine as she let her eyes get lost in his. She had never understood that the simple intensity of a gaze could be so captivating. But with him, it was undeniable.

	 

	His fingers brushed against hers, a light, almost imperceptible touch. But it was enough to create a tension, a silent promise. They were there, in this small, intimate space, each carrying a tension, a desire that rose slowly, without needing to be named.

	 

	Ben gently slid his hand into Alicya’s hair, brushing it with infinite tenderness. He leaned in slowly, his face drawing closer, his lips almost trembling, ready to press against hers, but he waited, suspended, as if every moment needed to stretch, as if every second were a discovery to be savored.

	 

	Alicya, eyes closed, also waited, her heart beating louder in her chest. She wanted him, that closeness, but something in her still resisted, like an echo of her own uncertainties. But the softness of his gestures, his caresses, seemed to gradually dissolve her fears, like mist fading under the first rays of morning.

	 

	Finally, Ben let his lips brush hers. A soft kiss, like a prelude, a silent promise. It wasn’t rushed, nor burning. It was slow, languorous, a delicate fusion of sensations that seemed to emerge from every shared shiver. Their lips sought each other, brushed against each other, tasted each other, in a silent dance. Ben let his hand gently slide down her arm, exploring the softness of her skin, and Alicya, feeling that warmth, let herself shiver lightly.

	 

	She leaned in a little closer to him, her body instinctively reacting to his proximity. The scent of his skin, his warmth, everything about him felt magnetic. There were no more words, just the feeling of being suspended in a perfect moment, a kind of fusion where the outside world no longer existed.

	 

	He pulled her a little closer, their breaths mingling. "Alicya..." he whispered, as if he wanted to break the silence but couldn't. Because no words were truly necessary.

	 

	She lifted her gaze to him, and in that look, there was everything that needed to be known. It was all there, in the barely contained tension, in the attraction that overwhelmed them. She bit her lip, a smile almost imperceptible touching her lips, and without thinking, she surrendered to another kiss. This one was more assertive, more passionate, a kiss that spoke volumes about what was between them.

	 

	Ben's hands became more insistent, sliding gently down her back, pressing against her waist, pulling her closer with an exquisite slowness, as if savoring each moment. She responded, her hands lost in his hair, gently pulling his head towards hers. The warmth between them became more intense, more overwhelming, and yet, there was still that slowness, that softness that dominated.

	 

	When they finally separated, their breathing was heavier, their bodies slightly trembling, but neither seemed ready to break the strange silence, the complicity that had settled between them. Ben looked into her eyes, his gaze darker now, his breath still ragged.

	 

	"You know," he murmured, his voice rough, "I've always believed that the most beautiful things are the ones that don't rush."

	 

	Alicya nodded, her lips still trembling from their kiss. "I think you're right," she replied in a low voice, almost a breath. "Because right here, right now, with you... it's more than perfect."

	 

	He smiled, a deep, sincere smile, and pulled her gently against him. The rest of the world no longer had any hold over them. Nothing existed outside of this bubble, this growing complicity between their bodies and souls. They didn’t need to hurry. Everything, here, everything that was happening between them, was worth more than any word.

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 2: The Unspoken Temptation

	 

	The next day, the adrenaline from the previous evening had not left Alicya. She had spent the night awake, constantly replaying every moment of her encounter with Ben. There was something wild about this attraction that left her perplexed; she couldn’t understand what, in this man she barely knew, exerted such power over her.

	 

	Sitting at a table in a café in the heart of the city, her sketchbook in front of her, she tried to draw, but her mind kept returning to him. She remembered the tone of his voice, the warmth of his gaze, his captivating scent. She closed her eyes for a moment, trying to push him out of her mind, but it was a lost cause.

	 

	As if a sign from fate, she sensed a presence behind her, a familiar shadow that immediately awakened her senses. She turned around, and there, standing in front of her, was Ben. A mysterious smile played on his lips.

	 

	“Am I disturbing you?” he asked, his voice soft yet tinged with an almost provocative confidence.

	 

	Alicya lightly shook her head, trying to hide the surprise – and the pleasure – she felt at seeing him. “No, not at all,” she replied, gesturing for him to sit across from her.

	 

	He sat down, locking his gaze with hers with an intensity that sent a shiver down her spine. They remained silent for a moment, the world around them fading away once again, as if they were the only two people in this particular bubble that had formed the night before. Ben was only a few centimeters away, but she felt the electric tension between them, the magnetic, unspoken attraction.

	 

	“Are you drawing?” he asked, glancing at the open sketchbook in front of her.

	 

	Alicya smiled, slightly embarrassed. “Yes, I’m trying, but… today, I’m having a hard time focusing.”

	 

	Ben nodded, a knowing smile forming on his lips. “Maybe someone is occupying your mind.”

	 

	She felt her heart race, but she tried to remain indifferent. “Maybe,” she murmured, challenging him with a playful look.

	 

	They talked about this and that, their words still laced with subtle hints, like a silent game between them. Alicya sensed that Ben was trying to unsettle her, to throw her off balance, and she found herself enjoying the game. Each smile, each exchanged glance heightened the tension between them, this desire to discover each other, to cross that invisible line.

	 

	At one point, Ben leaned slightly toward her, and Alicya felt his breath brush against her skin, sending shivers through her. She knew he was playing with her, but she couldn’t resist him.

	 

	“So, Alicya,” he whispered, his gaze settling on her lips. “What really makes you feel alive?”

	 

	The question was simple, but the tone of his voice gave it an entirely different dimension. She felt her heart beat even faster, as if she were facing a crucial choice. She realized that he wasn’t just talking about art, nor even about her passions, but about the burning desire she felt between them.

	 

	She took a breath, searching for her words. “Freedom… and the moments when I feel… alive,” she said softly.

	 

	Ben moved closer, his burning gaze still locked on hers. “And do you feel alive, right now?”

	 

	Alicya couldn’t help but smile, this time with a boldness she had never felt before. She leaned in slightly, bringing her face closer to his, their lips just a few centimeters apart. “Maybe,” she whispered, in a breath.

	 

	They stayed like that, suspended in that moment where the slightest movement, the slightest word, could either break or intensify what they were feeling. But instead of giving in to the tension, Ben straightened up with a mysterious smile, breaking the moment with a disarming elegance.

	 

	“I know a place that might interest you,” he said finally, with a spark in his eyes. “If you want to see the city in a different way.”

	 

	Intrigued, Alicya nodded without hesitation. It was as if he had deciphered her desires, as if he knew exactly what she needed without her even saying it. She let herself be carried away, following him through the alleys of the city, fascinated by this man who seemed to have the gift of making every moment unique, every instant captivating.

	 

	They finally arrived at a terrace from which the city stretched out, bathed in the last rays of the setting sun. The view, breathtaking, revealed the golden rooftops and winding streets of the city, and Alicya was left speechless, mesmerized by the incredible view.

	 

	Ben, standing beside her, gently placed his hand over hers, the warmth of his touch stirring a whirlwind of sensations inside her. She turned her gaze to him, and he gave her a soft yet intense smile, a smile that seemed to promise a thousand and one things: promises of discovery, escape, passion.

	 

	Without a word spoken, they understood each other, their souls connected in a deep and inexplicable way. Alicya felt alive, like she never had before.

	 

	Their gazes met, and she knew then that she would no longer be able to resist this attraction.

	 

	The gentle breeze blew softly across the terrace, caressing Alicya’s hair and bringing with it the evening scents of the city. The golden light of twilight bathed the scene in an almost unreal warmth. Alicya felt her heart race, not because of the view, though it was beautiful, but because of Ben’s presence beside her. He was so close, so intensely there, and she could no longer ignore the heat radiating from him, the magnetic attraction weaving between them.

	 

	They were alone, away from the world, and yet it seemed as though everything in that suspended moment was pushing them toward each other. Alicya suddenly realized that she had never felt such tension, nor such desire. It was as if, in that precise moment, the outside world had faded away, making room for a deep connection, an invitation to desire that neither of them could ignore.

	 

	Ben placed his hand on hers with disarming softness, but that softness carried something incredibly powerful, as if he wanted to mark her in a way that was hard to explain. His gaze sank into hers, a flicker of intensity in his dark eyes, and Alicya felt the ground beneath her feet disappear. She almost forgot to breathe.

	 

	“You know,” Ben murmured, his voice low and velvety, “there are places where you truly find yourself, away from expectations, obligations… and the eyes of others.” He paused, his fingers almost imperceptibly brushing the back of her hand. “I think you need that.”

	 

	Alicya, her mind troubled and her heart beating loudly in her chest, looked up at him. She was both fascinated and lost in this connection he seemed to have created between them. Was it real, or was it just the desire clouding her thoughts? But deep down, she knew that what she was feeling wasn’t just an illusion. There was something more, a bittersweet promise she couldn’t ignore.

	 

	“And you?” she asked suddenly, her voice almost trembling. “Do you really feel like yourself here, with me?” She hadn’t planned on asking this question, but the words came out on their own, carried by the impulse of the moment.

	 

	Ben watched her for a moment, his eyes searching hers, before responding, his gaze growing even darker, as if he were trying to pierce her soul. “I feel… alive,” he said softly, emphasizing each syllable. “And you?”

	 

	The question vibrated within her. She did feel more alive at that moment than ever before, as if the warmth of his hand against hers was setting something inside her ablaze, a desire she could no longer ignore. She took a deep breath and, without another word, turned slightly toward him, her eyes lost in his. Everything in her was calling out to him, drawing him closer, but a small voice in her head whispered that it was too late to turn back.

	 

	Ben seemed to hear that silent voice, for he gently leaned closer, his lips brushing Alicya’s ear in a light breath. “There’s no turning back, Alicya. When you enter this kind of game, it’s to go all the way.” His words were both an invitation and a warning, a promise he knew full well she wouldn’t have the strength to resist.

	 

	She turned completely toward him, her body trembling under the intensity of his presence. She didn’t have time to say anything. In an instant, Ben pressed his lips to hers, with a softness at first, as if testing her limits, gauging her response. Alicya closed her eyes, losing herself in the kiss that instantly swept her away. His lips were warm, powerful, yet incredibly soft, and every movement of his mouth awakened waves of sensations she had no defense against.

	 

	Their bodies instinctively drew closer, as if the distance between them had never existed. Alicya felt the warmth of his chest against hers, the beat of his heart merging with hers in an effervescent dance. The kiss grew more insistent, more urgent, as if words no longer had a place, as if only the sensation mattered now.

	 

	They finally parted, their breaths ragged, and Ben looked her in the eyes, a dark smile on his lips. "You see," he murmured, "I warned you. It's too late now."

	 

	Alicya didn’t even have the strength to respond. She was caught in a whirlwind of sensations, her mind shattered into a thousand pieces. Every fiber of her being was calling for him, every inch of her skin igniting under the intensity of this desire, and yet, somewhere deep inside, a voice still rose, whispering not to get swept away. But she knew, deep down, that it was already done. There was no more room for reflection, no more room for doubt.

	 

	Ben, gazing at her, extended a hand, his smile still there, confident and seductive. "Come." That simple word, spoken with such certainty, echoed in her like a command. There was no longer any question about what would happen next. It was as if they were already bound by something far stronger than anything, something they could no longer escape.

	 

	She hesitated for a fraction of a second, then, as if enchanted, she placed her hand in his. The world around them, with its noises and distractions, completely faded away. Only the two of them mattered now. And as they moved toward the unknown, Alicya understood that she could no longer turn back. She was ready to lose herself in this desire, to let temptation guide her, wherever it led.

	 

	As they left the terrace, Alicya’s heart raced at a frantic pace. Her steps seemed guided by a force she had never felt before, a mixture of excitement and vulnerability, apprehension and longing. Ben led her gently, their silence filled with unspoken promises, toward a place she didn’t yet know, but where it seemed he wanted to take her.

	 

	They finally arrived at a high apartment, offering an unobstructed view of the illuminated city. The dimmed lights gave the place a soft, intimate ambiance, a cocoon where the outside world seemed to have no hold. Alicya didn’t even have time to wonder where they were. She turned toward Ben, her eyes locked with his, and in that intense gaze, she understood that everything she had held back until now could no longer be contained.

	 

	Ben moved closer slowly, cradling her face in his hands with infinite gentleness. She shivered at the touch, every part of her being vibrating under his fingers. His lips came close to hers, and this time, Alicya didn’t try to resist. Their kiss, initially shy, became bolder and bolder, exploring unknown territories, revealing themselves to each other without restraint.

	 

	They let themselves be carried away in a silent dance, each movement filled with passion and desire. Ben’s hands slid down Alicya’s arms, making her tremble from head to toe, as if he were awakening sensations in her she had never known. She felt vulnerable, yet at the same time, incredibly alive, ready to dive into the unknown.

	 

	Their breaths mingled, heavy and fast, their bodies finding each other with natural fluidity, as if they had been made for one another. Their lips, their hands, their gazes spoke for them, translating without words the intensity of the moment.

	 

	In the early morning, as the first ray of sunlight filtered through the curtains, Alicya woke up, nestled against him. She felt at peace, calm, as if that night had erased all her doubts and revealed a deep truth, an obvious connection they now shared. Ben, still asleep, gently held her hand in his, and she allowed herself to savor the moment, this rare moment of tranquility.

	 

	But in a corner of her mind, a question lingered: this intense and unexplained connection, this magnetic attraction, what did it really mean?

	 

	The following days were colored by this new complicity, still fragile but already stronger than Alicya had imagined. After that evening, when their gazes had met with an intensity she wasn’t used to feeling, there had been a kind of strange calm, a soothing in their relationship. Nothing was rushed, nothing was forced. They met up, always with disarming simplicity, never trying to rush anything. And that, more than anything, intrigued her.

	 

	Ben had become a regular presence in her life, but with each meeting, something new wove between them. No extravagant gestures, no fiery declarations. Just shared moments, sometimes very simple, like that Sunday afternoon when they had found themselves wandering through a local market.

	 

	The weather was beautiful that day, a gentle sun bathing the market’s aisles with warm rays. The air was filled with the smells of fresh bread, ripe fruits, and flowers. Alicya felt relaxed, almost carefree, as if the world around her slowed down whenever she was with Ben. It was a pleasant feeling, somewhat new to her, helping her forget, even for a few hours, the worries of her studies and professional life.

	 

	They strolled slowly between the stalls, stopping occasionally to chat with the vendors or look at the products. Ben seemed happy to be there, by her side, without trying to fill every moment with words. Sometimes, he would pick an apple from a vendor’s basket and hand it to her with a sideways smile. Other times, he would point out a painting or an old book lying on a shelf, simply to share a little detail of daily life.

	 

	Their conversations were light, sometimes absurd, but always sincere. They talked about everything and nothing, their discoveries of the day, current events, or childhood memories. Alicya found herself smiling more and more often, as if the atmosphere of that day had something special. It wasn’t the intensity of their gestures or words that moved her, but the gentle simplicity that seemed to define every moment spent with him.

	 

	Eventually, they sat on a bench, facing a small lake bordered by weeping willows, the water shimmering under the sunlight. A comfortable silence settled between them, like a soft blanket they shared. Alicya stretched and took in the peaceful scene, savoring the tranquility that always enveloped her when she was in his company.

	 

	Ben broke the silence by leaning against the backrest of the bench and giving her a thoughtful glance.

	 

	"You know, I don't think we've ever really taken the time to just sit like this," he said slowly, almost as if it were more of a reflection than a question. "We're always chasing something. Chasing time, chasing perfection... But here, it's nice, isn't it? Just being here, together, without any pressure."

	 

	Alicya nodded, her gaze fixed on the lake that sparkled under the sun's rays. A small smile lingered on her lips. He was right, she was right. This moment, as simple as it was, had something precious about it. It was one of those moments that doesn’t necessarily repeat itself. One of those moments where the pressure of life fades away, where everything seems perfectly in place, simply because they were here, together.

	 

	"It’s strange…" she began, her voice soft, "but I think it’s the first time in a long while that I feel so... calm. I don't feel rushed, or... obligated to anything." She lowered her eyes, gently pinching her lips, as if unsure if she'd found the right words. "Like I can breathe."

	 

	Ben turned his head slightly toward her, his expression neutral but attentive. He looked at her for a few seconds, as if analyzing her words, then responded in a relaxed tone:

	 

	"Sometimes, we realize we’ve gotten lost in everything we think we need to do. And it only takes a moment like this to find ourselves again."

	 

	Alicya smiled slightly, her heart swelling with a soft warmth. Ben had this way of making simple what seemed complicated. And that simplicity, precisely, soothed her. It wasn’t a heavy word, nor a gaze laden with unspoken meaning. It was just him, with his clear thoughts, his calm. And her, with her thoughts always clashing in her mind, but he knew how to soothe them with just his presence.

	 

	She slowly turned toward him, and without really thinking, slid her hand into his. He immediately turned his face toward her, his gaze softening in an instant. There were no grand declarations, no words meant to say everything. Just a gesture. A simple gesture, that seemed to express everything he didn’t need to say.

	 

	"You know, I think you’re right," she replied after a moment, her voice lower, softer. "Sometimes we forget ourselves in what we think is important. But really, those little things... that’s what matters."

	 

	Ben nodded slowly, his gaze fixed on the hand he was holding, a smile brushing his lips.

	 

	"Yes... I think that’s it. And there’s nothing simpler than just being here, with each other." He turned to her, his eyes shining with calm tenderness. "You know, Alicya... I’ve never been very comfortable with grand declarations, but with you, I realize that there’s no need for them. Just you, here. And me. That’s all."

	 

	Alicya felt a bit moved, more than she would have imagined. She didn’t say anything, simply offering a long and calm gaze, where words were no longer necessary. They understood each other without saying more. And this complicity, unfolding without haste, without too much noise, felt like the most beautiful discovery.

	 

	After a while, the sun began to slowly dip behind the hills, bathing the landscape in a golden light. A light breeze stirred, and Alicya shivered slightly. Ben, noticing her shiver, stood up and offered her his jacket. She took it without hesitation, feeling even closer to him with this small gesture. They stayed there, side by side, watching the sunset, the perfect moment, simple, serene, yet filled with a silent promise.

	 

	No need for words, no need for grand gestures. Just being here, together. And everything felt perfect that way.

	 

	The days passed with that same soft slowness, an almost imperceptible rhythm where every shared moment seemed like a small victory over the turmoil of life. Alicya realized that Ben’s presence, though quiet, had the ability to make things feel lighter. It was as if, through his silences and gestures, he knew exactly how to make her feel seen, heard, understood. And she, on her part, was starting to glimpse a new feeling, both familiar and unknown, growing inside her.

	 

	That Saturday, after a long week of work and studying, Alicya suggested a little outing to Ben. An impromptu picnic in a park they had discovered a few weeks earlier, during one of their little escapes. It was a peaceful spot, somewhat secluded, where the tall grass swayed in the wind and the soft murmur of a nearby stream could be heard.

	 

	They arrived in the early afternoon, a basket full of sandwiches and fresh fruit in their hands, an old blanket under one arm. The air was mild, not too warm, and the afternoon light gave the world a golden hue, almost unreal. The park was empty, with only a few joggers passing by occasionally. Nothing to disturb their little haven of peace.

	 

	They settled in the shade of a large tree, its thick branches forming a kind of cocoon around them. Ben unfolded the blanket while Alicya prepared the few snacks they had brought. Their complicity was natural, effortless, yet every gesture seemed to come from the heart. She handed Ben an apple, which he took with a smile, then bit into it slowly. His eyes never left her, and there was something in that gaze... something different, like a silent whisper they hadn’t yet allowed themselves to share.

	 

	She sat beside him, her gaze lost in the foliage rustling in the gentle breeze. There was this softness, this calm that she appreciated so much in his company. It wasn’t a burning effervescence, but something more subtle, more intimate. It was the presence, simple and reassuring, of someone who, without saying a word, became indispensable.

	 

	"You know," she began, not really sure why, "there are moments when I wonder if I'm still the same person I was before." She paused for a moment, searching for her words. "I feel... different. Not in the sense that I'm changing, but in the sense that I feel like I'm rediscovering things."

	 

	Ben turned his gaze toward her, peaceful and attentive, as if he was waiting for the rest of her thoughts. He was as calm as ever, always present.

	 

	"How do you feel, now?" he asked gently, without pressure, as if the question were simply an invitation to open up.

	 

	Alicya smiled and shrugged, a mischievous glint in her eyes. "A little less stressed, a little more... myself, I think." She turned slightly toward him, her heart beating a little faster at the thought of what she was about to say. "And you, do you think you could make room for someone a little more... spontaneous in your life?"

	 

	He looked at her for a long moment, a smile slowly forming on his lips, his eyes shining with infinite softness. He didn’t answer immediately, as if letting her get lost in her thoughts before bringing her back to him with a single gesture: he reached out his hand and, with a calm movement, gently brushed her cheek.

	 

	"I think you’re already more than spontaneous enough for me, Alicya."

	 

	The simple words fell into the air like a caress. A light breath that made the space around them vibrate. Alicya closed her eyes, a shiver running down her back at the touch. There was nothing grandiose in what he had said, but it was the truth. A bit of tenderness, a bit of affection, and everything seemed clearer, lighter. That was it, nothing more. Just them, here, together.

	 

	She turned toward him, and without thinking further, she gently moved closer, resting her head on his shoulder. He let her, without a word, his arms around her in a protective gesture. The world around them seemed to fade away, with only the sounds of nature and their breathing remaining. She felt good, here, in this silence, in this simplicity.

	 

	"You know," she finally said, in a whisper, "sometimes, I wonder if all of this is real. Everything we’re experiencing." She glanced at him with a slightly lost look. "I mean... it’s so easy, so natural..."

	 

	Ben smiled and gently stroked her hair. "Maybe that’s what it’s like, being with someone. Not having to ask too many questions, just letting things happen."

	 

	She nodded, touched by the simplicity of his words. She had never thought life could be this calm, this gentle. She felt like she was discovering a side of herself she had never known, an Alicya who didn’t need to rush after anything, who could simply be here, at this exact moment.

	 

	They stayed there, without speaking, just enjoying each other’s presence. Time passed gently, without pressure. A few birds flew above them, their songs blending with the breeze that blew through the trees. It was a suspended moment, as if the outside world no longer existed. There was only their little bubble of tranquility, and she knew she didn’t want to leave it.

	 

	As the light began to fade, bathing the park in a soft golden hue, Ben turned to her and, with a smile, gently leaned in to whisper in her ear:

	 

	"How about we head back? I think I could stay here with you all evening. But I’m thinking a little hot chocolate might not be a bad idea either..."

	 

	Alicya laughed, a light and genuine laugh, blending with the soft sound of the evening. "Sounds good to me," she said, her eyes sparkling with quiet pleasure. She stood up, extending her hand to Ben, who took it with a small smile. Together, they left the park, hand in hand, like two souls that had found some comfort in each other’s simplicity.

	 

	The sun had disappeared over the horizon, but the moment they had just experienced continued to shine in their hearts. No grand declarations, no flamboyant gestures, just two people holding hands, knowing deep down that they had shared something precious.

	 

	Alicya realized that the more time she spent with Ben, the more vulnerable she felt, especially in the face of the uncertainty that hung between them. Things seemed easy and natural, but each glance, each word they exchanged could turn into an open door to the unknown.

	 

	Ben, on the other hand, seemed harder to read. Sometimes, he showed particular attention— a more pronounced smile, a stronger presence. And other times, he became distant, his gaze evasive, as if an invisible veil had been placed between them. Alicya felt disoriented, wondering what was wrong, what had changed between them. But she didn’t dare talk about it for fear of seeming too insistent, too fragile. So, she simply lived with the uncertainty, trying to understand the unspoken in his gestures, in his silences.

	 

	One late afternoon, when they had met up at a café they regularly visited, the situation took a more tense turn. The conversation had shifted to their respective plans. Alicya, with her passion for art and her professional ambitions, talked about her latest progress on her thesis research, the exhibition she was preparing at the university. Ben, on the other hand, spoke about his work schedule, his personal projects, but increasingly avoided topics about his private life.

	 

	Alicya noticed his lack of engagement in the conversation, his brief responses, and a coldness crept in. She tried to provoke him a little, pushing him to talk about what he was feeling, but he avoided her questions. This wasn’t the Ben she knew. This wasn’t the attentive man who had shared knowing smiles with her or listened to her dreams with the warmth that touched her.

	 

	The situation reached a breaking point when, instead of answering a simple question, Ben suddenly stood up, without a word, and walked toward the door.

	 

	"Ben?" Alicya looked at him, bewildered, a heavy sense of discomfort flooding her stomach. "Where are you going?"

	 

	He turned to her, his dark eyes as if immersed in an inner storm. "I need to get some air." He shrugged, almost distracted. "I’ll be back."

	 

	He didn’t give her a chance to respond, and in a few seconds, he was gone.

	 

	Alicya sat there, alone at the table, her heart pounding in her chest. She felt both angry and terribly helpless. What was going on with him? This lack of communication, this sudden rejection, hurt. She felt like a stranger in this relationship she thought she understood. Something was wrong, but she didn’t know what.

	 

	The minutes passed, stretching into an eternity, until Ben finally reappeared. He had calmed down, but Alicya couldn’t hide the anger and disappointment that were boiling inside her. When he sat down across from her, he seemed on the verge of saying something, but he didn't speak.

	 

	"Ben, what was that about?" she asked, her voice sharper than she had intended.

	 

	He stayed silent for a moment, his gaze evasive, before placing his hands on the table, pulling slightly away from her. "I... I don’t know." He shook his head, his expression frustrated. "I feel... caught in all of this. Everything is moving too fast, Alicya."

	 

	She looked at him, her brows furrowed. "Too fast? But we’ve barely even started to..."

	 

	"No, not between us," he interrupted, his voice lower, almost embarrassed. "I’m talking about my life, my projects, my responsibilities. I’m exhausted." His eyes finally met hers. "I feel like I’m chasing after everything, all the time. And sometimes, I..." He stopped, as if searching for the right words. "I just need to escape."

	 

	Alicya felt her heart tighten. It was like a punch in the stomach, this confession that shattered an illusion she had built. She didn’t know if he was talking about her, about them, or about his life in general, but a dull pain spread through her chest. Am I being too pushy? she wondered. Is he feeling overwhelmed by my presence, by my expectations?

	 

	She lowered her eyes, her hands gripping her glass, unable to find the words. Finally, after a long pause, she whispered, almost breathlessly:

	 

	"I understand, Ben. But... I can’t always be the one waiting for you to be ready." She searched for his gaze, her face marked by confusion. "I don’t even know if I can keep being here, in this relationship where there’s so much silence."

	 

	He froze, his face hardening under the weight of her words. He hadn’t expected this, apparently. He took a deep breath and leaned forward, his hands trembling. "I... I don’t want to lose you, Alicya. It’s just that I don’t know how to handle all of this at once. I’m not ready to completely let go. Not yet." He stopped for a moment, his lips pressed together. "Maybe I’m just too... in my head." He shrugged, visibly exhausted from the conversation.

	 

	Silence settled between them, heavy, almost unbearable. Alicya felt lost, as if something between them was slowly breaking, as if, after having brushed against something beautiful, she was back on unstable ground. But she couldn’t keep ignoring the distance growing between them. She needed to know where they stood, to know if their relationship still had a future.

	 

	"I don’t want us to lose each other, Ben. But I don’t want to live in this uncertainty, in this emptiness." She stood up, suddenly tired, her gaze still fixed on him, who remained motionless. "I think we need a break. Just... to breathe."

	 

	He seemed surprised by her decision, but deep in his eyes, there was something almost relieved. He didn’t try to stop her or convince her. He simply watched her leave, his words hanging in the air. But deep down, he also knew he was at a crossroads. And the decision they would make, together or apart, would determine what remained between them.

	 

	The confrontation was heavy, each minute spent without news from Ben amplifying the pain in Alicya’s chest. They had left things on a tense note, without any promise of a solution, and the decision to take a break felt as necessary as it was uncomfortable.

	 

	Alicya struggled to keep her thoughts from getting tangled. She focused on her revisions, on her own life, but a void had settled in, a space where Ben was painfully missing. She felt both angry at him and vulnerable at the thought of losing what they had built. And the more she tried to convince herself that she had acted for the best, the more she realized that part of her wasn't ready to let go of this fragile connection.

	 

	That Sunday, after a week of brief, almost trivial exchanges, Ben sent a message. Simple, almost neutral, but with the familiar tone: "Can we meet tonight?" Alicya hesitated. She had thought about the situation, and she felt she couldn’t move forward without talking openly about it. She responded without thinking too much: "I need to talk." A few minutes later, he agreed, with the same simplicity: "Okay, I'll come."

	 

	When Ben arrived, Alicya was waiting for him on the small balcony of her apartment, a glass of wine in hand. He entered silently, his eyes searching for hers as if he was waiting for a sign. He seemed more tense than usual, less relaxed. A slight shiver ran through Alicya, but she decided not to avoid the confrontation.

	 

	She took a deep breath before beginning. "Ben..." She stopped, searching for the right words. "I need to understand what’s going on. What’s going on between us."

	 

	He sat down across from her, avoiding her gaze. "I know, Alicya. It’s... complicated." His fingers nervously played with the edges of his t-shirt, as if he were trying to cling to something solid.

	 

	She looked at him, her heart racing.
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