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Chapter 1 --- The Dock

Morning at the lake house carried a different silence. Not the watchful hush that had met me the night before, but something cleaner, stripped bare by sunlight. A loon called once across the water. Below the pilings, the lake lifted and fell in slow, regular breaths. I stood at the kitchen sink with a mug of coffee warming my hands and looked out at the dock.

It ran farther than I’d noticed in the dark. The water beneath it lay so clear and motionless that the pines on the opposite shore doubled themselves without a ripple. Leo had described this place a hundred times—the family cabin, the summers fishing with his father, the board games that sprawled through rainy afternoons. He’d made it sound like a preserved memory, all rough wood and boyhood comfort. He hadn’t said anything about the light at nine in the morning or the way it could make the whole world feel newly made and, at the same time, emptied out.

My phone buzzed against the countertop. A text from Leo.

Made it to the hotel. Client dinner tonight, closing tomorrow if we’re lucky. You settling in?

My fingers felt thick on the screen. It’s beautiful. Quiet. How’s the weather there?

A deflection, and a weak one. I couldn’t tell him the quiet had already begun to press against my skin, that the beauty of the place felt like an accusation. I had come here to steady myself, to remember why I was marrying him—his steadiness, the clear line of his career, the ordinary life we had mapped out. Right now that life felt as thin and two-dimensional as a spreadsheet.

“Coffee’s fresh.”

The voice came from the doorway behind me, low and unhurried. I turned too fast and coffee sloshed over the rim of the mug. Grayson stood there, one shoulder against the frame. Faded jeans, a dark grey t-shirt pulled tight across his chest. He had shaved. The line of his jaw looked harder without the stubble. He carried himself like a man who still used his hands for work, not like someone who had once moved money across screens. Leo had his sandy hair and the quick smile from his mother. From Grayson he had taken the height and nothing else. Leo’s energy was always forward, always reaching for the next thing. Grayson’s was different—held in, a weight that seemed to draw the air itself tighter around him.

“Thanks,” I said, wiping my hand on my leggings. “I found it.”

“You’re an early riser.”

“Event planner’s curse. My brain wakes up on its own and stays awake.” I took a sip. The coffee was bitter and hot. “I hope I didn’t wake you.”

He shook his head and crossed to the counter, poured himself a mug. “I’ve been up. Checked the boat motor. Drove into town for supplies. We were low on… everything.” He glanced at me, the corner of his mouth lifting. “Leo’s idea of stocking a house is a case of craft beer and a bag of chips.”

A laugh slipped out before I could stop it. “He really is a delivery-app-in-the-city kind of guy.”

“He is.” Grayson leaned back against the opposite counter and studied me over the rim of his mug. His eyes were a cool, flat grey. “He said you came up early to decompress. Wedding planning getting to you?”

The question landed without the syrupy cheer I had been dodging for months.

“It’s… a lot,” I said.

“You plan events for a living. I figured this would be your chance to run the show.”

Another clean hit. “It’s different when it’s yours. Every choice feels heavier.” I looked back toward the window. “I needed space. Without the florists and the caterers and my mother sending me new inspiration boards every morning.”

“And Leo gave you that space by staying in Seattle.”

No accusation in the words, only the shape of a question left open.

“He had the closing. It mattered.” I sounded like I was reading from a brief. I drank again, the coffee now tasting of my own defensiveness. “It made sense for me to get a head start on relaxing.”

Grayson was quiet for a long moment. Outside, the lake kept its slow rhythm against the wood. “Does it?” he asked.

My eyes came back to his. “Does what?”

“Make sense.”

The air between us tightened. This was the part I hadn’t prepared for—not stolen looks or accidental contact, but simple conversation that actually waited for an answer.

“It’s practical,” I said, and my voice came out softer than I meant it to.

He set his mug down. “I’m fixing the loose planks on the dock this morning. You can stay inside if you want, or there’s a path around the north side of the lake that leads to a decent view.”

“I could help,” I heard myself say. “With the dock. I’m good at holding boards steady.”

One eyebrow rose. “You don’t have to.”

“I know. But I’d like to.” The words were out before I could pull them back. I wanted to be outside in that clear light. I wanted something to do with my hands. And underneath that, quieter, I wanted to watch the way his hands moved.

He nodded once. “Alright. I’ve got an extra pair of gloves. They’ll be big on you.”

The gloves were worn leather, soft inside from use. They swallowed my hands. I followed him down the steps and onto the dock. The sun had already warmed the boards. The smell of sun-baked wood and clean water rose around us. He had the toolbox open and several new planks laid out, pale and raw.

For the next hour we worked without much talk. He braced a rotten board and levered it up; the muscles in his forearm stood out. I held the new plank in place while he measured and marked, pencil tucked behind his ear. My wedding ring caught the light every time I moved. I kept twisting it, the metal warm against my skin.

“You’re not what I expected,” he said, driving a screw into fresh wood. The drill bit whined and then stopped.

I handed him the next screw. “What did you expect?”

His fingers brushed mine when he took it. The contact was brief, nothing more than work. My skin registered it anyway. “I’m not sure. Leo’s type has always been… louder. More decorative.”

The word sat between us.

“I’m an event planner,” I said, an edge in my voice. “I’m paid to be decorative.”

He stopped drilling and looked up at me. “No. You’re paid to be in control. To make sure everything lands exactly where it’s supposed to. There’s a difference.”

He saw that. Leo had never once asked how I did the work, only whether the photos looked good and the clients were happy.

I didn’t have an answer. I gathered the old, splintered boards instead.

We ate sandwiches on the deck. The conversation stayed on safer ground—the history of the lake house, his retirement, the business I ran. He asked real questions about vendor schedules and last-minute changes, and I found myself explaining the parts I usually kept to myself. Grayson listened, nodded, offered thoughts that were both practical and oddly philosophical.

“You build the frame,” he said at one point. “Time, people, money. But the thing that actually stays with anyone… that’s the part you can’t schedule.”

“That’s the part that keeps me up at night,” I said.

“The lack of control?”

“The hope that the moment will be worth everything you built around it.”

He looked at me for a long time, sandwich forgotten. “And is it? Usually?”

I thought of a hundred weddings, a hundred couples smiling for photographs while the real story had already started to fray. “Sometimes,” I said.

The light shifted. He went back to sanding the new planks. I told him I needed to unpack, but after twenty minutes of putting clothes into dresser drawers the guest room felt too small. I changed into a sundress, simple and knee-length, and went outside again.

He was at the end of the dock, legs hanging over the water, a bottle of beer beside him. His t-shirt lay crumpled next to the toolbox. His back was to me, broad and sun-darkened, marked here and there with old scars and the faint line where a swimsuit had once sat. Forty-six years written in muscle that had been earned, not bought.

My breath shortened. I should have turned around. Gone inside. Called Leo.

Instead I walked down the dock. The new boards were smooth under my feet. The old ones creaked. He heard me but didn’t turn.

I sat beside him, leaving space between us. The water here was darker. “It’s finished,” I said, nodding toward the repaired section. “Looks good.”

“Thanks for the help.” He picked up the beer and drank. I watched the muscles in his throat move. “You didn’t have to hide inside, you know. You’re not a prisoner here.”

“I know.” I pulled my knees up and wrapped my arms around them. The dress pulled tight across my back. “It’s just strange. Being here without Leo.”

“It’s strange for me, too,” he said, eyes still on the horizon. “Having you here. Without him.”

The words dropped into the space between us and spread outward.

“Why did you stay?” I asked. “When you found out I was coming early. You could have gone back to the city.”

He was quiet so long I thought he wouldn’t answer. Then he said, “The house has been quiet for ten years. Since Leo’s mom died. Leo visits, but it’s always movement. Noise. Coming and going.” He turned his head to look at me. The low sun lit one side of his face. “This week wasn’t the quiet I was used to. It felt like a choice instead of an absence.”

I understood the difference. Alone versus lonely. Solitude versus emptiness.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “About your wife. Leo doesn’t talk about it much.”

“He was young. His grief was different.” He took another drink. “You remind me of her a little. Not the way you look. The way you watch. The way you think before you answer.”

My pulse knocked against my ribs. It was the most intimate thing anyone had said to me in years. It had nothing to do with my body and everything to do with the part of me that usually stayed hidden. Leo had wanted my competence, my smile, the way I fit into the life he already had. He had never looked for the watcher, the one who measured before she spoke.

“That’s a beautiful thing to say,” I whispered.

“It’s the truth.” He looked back at the water. “You should know what you’re walking into, Amara. My son is a good man. But he stays on the surface. He likes things easy. Life with him won’t be examined. It’ll be comfortable.”

The words landed like a blade between my ribs. They carried no malice, only the kind of clarity a man offers when he has already buried too much to bother with soft lies. You see him, the silence seemed to say. Now decide what you’re going to do about it.

Heat flooded my eyes. I wasn’t crying for Leo. I wasn’t even crying for the engagement I’d been white-knuckling into shape. I was crying because this near-stranger—this man about to become my father-in-law—had looked at me for three days and found the fault line I thought I’d hidden.

“I know,” I managed, voice thick.

A loon called across the water, its cry carrying the clean ache of something that had learned to live alone.

Grayson’s gaze settled on me again. “Do you?”

I turned. Tears tracked down my cheeks and I let them. “No. I don’t know a goddamn thing right now.”

His hand rose, broad and warm from the sun. He didn’t wipe my face. He simply cradled my jaw, the pad of his thumb resting just beneath my eye, catching the next tear as it fell. Callus dragged lightly against my skin. The contact was nothing like the careful distance we’d kept all week. It was the first time anyone had touched me like I was allowed to fall apart.

My mouth opened. Air stalled in my throat.

His eyes held mine, the grey of them the same color as the lake under storm light, carrying years I would never be able to touch. The thumb moved once, slow, across the bone of my cheek. The gentleness of it made my stomach drop.

“Amara.” My name left him low, almost an afterthought.

It wasn’t a question anymore. It was a door someone had left ajar.

From the house, my phone began to ring, the bright, ordinary trill slicing through the air between us. Real life, demanding attention.

His hand dropped away like my skin had scorched him. The absence hit harder than the touch had.

“You should answer that,” he said, voice scraped raw. He turned back toward the water. “It might be Leo.”

It was. Of course it was.

I stood. My knees felt wrong. I didn’t look at him. The new boards of the dock gave solid under my feet, each step a quiet accusation. The ringing stopped before I reached the deck.

I gripped the railing. Salt on my lips. The ghost of his thumb still printed on my cheek. The truth had already moved in behind my ribs and made itself at home.

I was no longer here to calm my nerves about marrying Leo.

I was here to see what would happen if I stopped pretending.

I didn’t call him back.

The phone lay dark on the kitchen counter. I left it there and walked out the back door, not toward the dock where Grayson still sat, a dark cutout against the failing light, but down the gravel path that curved north around the lake.

The woods took me in. Pine and birch closed overhead. The air cooled and smelled of resin and damp earth. My heart knocked hard against my sternum. My cheek burned where he’d touched it. I could still feel the weight of his palm, the way it had settled like it belonged there.

I walked until my calves ached and breath sawed in my throat, trying to outrun the voice in my head. He sees you. He knows you’re lying to yourself. And you let him put his hands on you.

By the time I circled back, the sky had gone deep blue, stars pricking through. Lights glowed in the windows. The dock was empty.

Dinner was careful and quiet. Grayson had grilled the salmon. I’d made the salad. We passed dishes with the kind of politeness that left fingerprints on the air. The dock’s charge had thickened into something we both had to breathe around. We ate at the small table. Forks against plates sounded too loud.

“The path,” he said finally, not lifting his eyes. “It’s good this time of night.”

“It was.” I nudged a piece of fish to the edge of my plate.

“I shouldn’t have said what I did. About Leo.”

“You were honest.”

“It wasn’t my place.”

I set the fork down. “Then why say it?”

He looked at me. The low lamp threw his grey eyes into shadow. “Because you were crying. And you looked like someone had finally handed you the bill for a life you never chose.”

The words found the exact place that hurt. I had nothing to throw back. I just sat there, throat locked.

“And the…?” I couldn’t finish.

He understood. He studied his own hands, big and capable, resting beside his plate. “That was a mistake,” he said. The words sounded final. “A moment of bad judgment. It won’t happen again.”

He needed to believe it as much as I did. I heard the effort in his voice. The lie. Because if it had only been comfort, why did the memory of his thumb on my skin make my stomach twist with something that felt like hunger and fear at once?

“Okay,” I whispered.

We finished without speaking. He cleared the plates. I went to the guest room and closed the door. I stood with my back against it, listening to water running, a pan knocking the sink. Ordinary sounds that now felt like they meant something else.

I texted Leo goodnight. He sent back a heart and said he’d call after the closing tomorrow. I stared at the little red heart until the screen went dark.

Sleep came in pieces. I dreamed I was walking down an aisle toward Leo’s face, but when I reached the end it was Grayson waiting, hand extended, expression unreadable. I woke gasping, sheets twisted around my legs, the room strange and dark.

The next two days moved in a strange, suspended rhythm. We were polite. We stayed out of each other’s way and somehow kept finding reasons to be in the same room.

I took the canoe out on the flat morning water, paddling until my shoulders burned. He split wood behind the shed, the axe falling in steady rhythm. I tried to read on the deck; my eyes kept drifting to where he was fixing a screen, the muscles in his forearms shifting with each turn of the screwdriver.

We talked about the weather. The boat motor. A heron that kept fishing the same stretch of shore. We did not talk about Leo. We did not talk about the wedding. We did not talk about the thing that had taken up space between us and refused to leave.

On the third morning I found him at the kitchen table, a map of the lake spread out, pencil in hand.

“Thought I’d mark the good spots,” he said, voice even. “Smallmouth should be hitting near the drop-offs this time of year.”

I poured coffee. “Leo said you taught him to fish.”

“A long time ago.” He made a small mark on the paper. “He was more interested in skipping rocks than sitting still.”

A real smile pulled at my mouth. “That sounds like him.”

Grayson looked up. It was the first time we’d said Leo’s name without the air going tight. Something in the room eased by a fraction.

“He never had the patience for it,” Grayson said. “The waiting. The quiet. You need a certain kind of stillness to be any good at fishing.”

“You have that,” I said before I could stop myself.

His eyes stayed on mine. “I do now. Took a while to get there.”

I pulled out the chair across from him and sat. “After your wife?”

He nodded, looking back at the map. “After. For years the quiet just felt like absence. It took time before it became something I could live inside instead of something that reminded me what was missing.”

The honesty of it pressed against my chest. This was the man Leo never described—the one who had learned to make a life out of what was left.

“How did you know when it was enough?” The question came out raw. “How do you tell the difference between the life you chose and the one you just… ended up with?”

He set the pencil down. He studied me, and there was no judgment in his face, only recognition. “You don’t always know,” he said quietly. “Sometimes you look at the shape of your days and ask whether it feels like shelter or a cage you’ve learned to decorate.”

Tears rose again, hot. I blinked them back. “And if the answer is cage?”

“Then you choose, Amara.” He said my name like he was setting it down between us. “You learn to love the bars. Or you see what happens when you stop pretending they aren’t there.”

The words hung in the sunlit kitchen. Learning to love the bars meant marrying Leo, building the clean, reasonable life, and quieting the part of me that kept asking for more. Breaking them meant… I looked at Grayson, at the lines around his mouth and the steadiness in his hands, and knew exactly what it meant. It meant wreckage. It meant becoming someone I wouldn’t recognize in the mirror.

“I don’t know if I’m strong enough,” I whispered.

“It’s not about strength,” he said. “It’s about telling the truth to yourself first.”

That evening he built a fire. The sky had gone overcast and the air carried a bite. We sat on opposite ends of the sectional, a bowl of popcorn between us, an old movie playing low on the television. It looked like a scene someone had staged for a family holiday card.

The space between us on the couch felt alive. Every time he shifted, every rustle of the bowl, registered along my nerves. I could smell woodsmoke on his shirt, the clean trace of whatever soap he used. The firelight moved across the side of his face. He filled the room without trying.

Halfway through the film our hands met reaching for the same handful of popcorn.

We both went still.

It wasn’t the dock. This was an accident, a spark that jumped before either of us could pull back. Heat raced up my arm and settled low, insistent.

He drew his hand back first. “Sorry.”

“It’s fine,” I said, voice too thin.

We didn’t touch again. We didn’t speak. The movie ended. Credits rolled in silence.

“I should go to bed,” I said, standing too fast.

“Amara.” His voice caught me at the edge of the rug.

I turned. He was still seated, watching the dying fire. His jaw was tight, eyes dark.

“Yes?”

He looked like he was fighting himself. Finally he said, “Forecast says a storm’s coming in tomorrow night. Big one. Power might go out.”

A simple fact. A warning. A door left open.

I swallowed. “Okay.”

“There are candles in the pantry. And a gas camp stove if we need it.”

“I’ll remember.”

He nodded, still not looking at me. “Goodnight.”

“Goodnight, Grayson.”

I lay in the dark guest room, listening to the wind pick up outside and whisper through the pines. A storm was coming. Not just the atmospheric kind. The kind that could wash away roads, knock down trees, change landscapes.

The next day was a study in charged anticipation. The sky hung low and bruised grey, the air thick and still. We went through the motions—breakfast, cleaning up, securing the patio furniture—but every glance carried weight. Every casual word felt like a code. I felt the pull toward him, constant and low in my gut, no matter how many times I told myself to step back.

By late afternoon, the first fat drops of rain began to fall, splattering against the windows. The wind rose, moaning around the eaves. We moved through the house, lighting the oil lamps he’d unearthed. Their warm, golden glow pushed back the premature twilight. The modern world was receding, replaced by flickering light and the ancient, elemental sound of rain.

He opened a bottle of red wine, something deep and velvety from his cellar. We sat at the kitchen table, the lamp between us casting long, dancing shadows. We didn’t talk about the storm, or the wedding, or Leo. We talked about books. He’d read more than I’d imagined, and not just financial reports. He quoted poetry. He argued about postmodern literature. He listened, rapt, as I talked about the visceral power of live theatre, the collective breath of an audience.

The wine warmed my blood. The storm raged outside, a furious drumbeat on the roof. Inside, our little pool of light felt like the only world that existed.

“It’s like the dock,” I said, feeling bold, tipsy. “The human moment inside the structure. This. Right now. This is the variable.”

He swirled the wine in his glass, his eyes dark and fixed on me. “And is it?” he asked, echoing his question from days before. “Worth the structure?”

I didn’t have a structure anymore. The wedding plans, the future, Leo—it all felt like a ghost story, something that belonged to another life. There was only this man, this storm, this terrifying, exhilarating honesty.

“Yes,” I said, the word a bare whisper.

The power went out.

It didn’t flicker. It died completely, plunging us into a darkness held at bay only by the soft, undulating glow of the oil lamps. The hum of the refrigerator ceased, leaving only the roar of the wind and the rain.

We sat in the sudden, profound silence of the dead electronics.

“Right on schedule,” he said, his voice a low rumble that vibrated in the dark.

He stood up, taking his lamp. “I should check the generator transfer switch in the basement. Make sure it kicks on.”

I stood too quickly, the wine making my head swim. “I’ll come with you.”

“You don’t have to.”

“I don’t want to sit here alone.”

He nodded, and I followed him, carrying my own lamp, down the narrow wooden stairs into the cool, earthy-smelling basement. It was a cavern of shadows, stacked with storage and old furniture shrouded in sheets.

The generator box was on the far wall. He set his lamp on a workbench and opened the metal cover, peering inside. I stood close, holding my light aloft for him. The circle of illumination enclosed us, intimate as a confessional.

“It should have come on automatically,” he muttered, tracing wires with his finger. “The storm must have tripped the main breaker from the pole.”

He was so close. I could feel the heat radiating from his body, smell the faint, clean scent of his soap mixed with the wine on his breath. His focus was on the task, his brow furrowed. My eyes traced the line of his shoulder, the curve of his neck where his dark hair was trimmed short.

He reached for a heavy-duty flashlight on the bench, his hand closing over it just as mine shifted on the lamp. Our fingers collided. This time, it was no accident.

We both went still.

The storm screamed outside, a banshee wail. But down here, in our bubble of light, the world had shrunk to the point where our hands touched.

Slowly, so slowly, he turned his hand. His palm slid against mine, his fingers interlacing with my own. The touch was deliberate, searing. A line, crossed.

My breath caught. The lamp trembled in my other hand, making the shadows leap.

“Grayson,” I breathed, a plea and a surrender.

He turned to face me. In the lamplight, his eyes were black pools, full of a hunger so raw it stripped me bare. All the pretense, all the denial, all the well-built cages of propriety and loyalty lay in ashes between us.

“Tell me to stop,” he said, his voice a gravelly rasp. “Tell me now, Amara, or I won’t be able to.”

This was the part that mattered. He’d said it out loud, given me the chance to stop. The only thing that counted.

I looked at our joined hands, his large and rough, mine swallowed within it. I thought of Leo, of his easy smile, of the flat, pleasant life that awaited me. I thought of the quiet desperation that had brought me here. And I thought of this man who saw me, who spoke to the core of me, who had looked into my cage and offered me a key.

I lifted my gaze to his. “Don’t stop.”

It was like throwing a switch. The control he’d held so tightly shattered. He made a low sound in his throat, part groan, part victory. His free hand came up to cup my face, his thumb stroking my cheekbone in a mirror of that first, devastating touch on the dock. But this was not solace. This was possession.

He leaned in and his mouth captured mine.

The kiss was not gentle. It was a claiming. A release of days of pent-up, forbidden wanting. His lips were firm, demanding. The taste of him—wine and man and storm—flooded my senses. I dropped the lamp. It landed on the soft earth floor, the flame guttering but not going out, casting wild, crazy shadows up the stone walls.

My hands flew to his shoulders, gripping the solid muscle there. He pulled me hard against him, and I felt the full, rigid length of his cock press against my stomach. Heat flooded through me, settling in a throbbing ache between my legs.

I opened my mouth under his, and his tongue swept in, tangling with mine. It was deep, filthy, perfect. A moan escaped me, swallowed by his kiss. His hands slid down my back, over the curve of my ass, pulling me even tighter into the hard planes of his body. I could feel every inch of him, and I wanted more.

He broke the kiss, breathing ragged. “Upstairs,” he growled against my lips. “Not here.”

He grabbed the flashlight, took my hand, and pulled me toward the stairs. We stumbled up them, a tangle of desperate limbs, into the dark house. The storm was a fury outside, lightning flashing, illuminating the living room in stark, blue-white snapshots.

In the middle of the room, he stopped and turned to me. The flashlight clattered to the floor, rolling away, leaving us in near darkness. Only the intermittent lightning gave us shape.

“Last chance,” he said, his chest heaving. “Say no.”

I reached for him in the dark. My hands found his face, my fingers tracing the strong line of his jaw. “Yes,” I said, the word a vow. “Yes.”

He kissed me again, slower now, but no less hungry. His hands went to the hem of my sweater, pulling it up and over my head. The cool air hit my skin, raising goosebumps. His palms smoothed over my ribs, his thumbs brushing the undersides of my breasts through my bra. I arched into the touch, a whimper catching in my throat.

“You’re so beautiful,” he murmured, his mouth leaving mine to trail hot, open-mouthed kisses down my neck. “So fucking beautiful.”

His fingers found the clasp of my bra, and with a deft flick, it came undone. The fabric fell away. He drew back just enough to look down at me, his eyes devouring me in a flash of lightning. Then his head bowed, and his mouth closed over my nipple.

The sensation was electric, a bolt of pure pleasure straight to my core. I cried out, my fingers tangling in his hair. He suckled, his tongue circling the peak, his teeth grazing lightly. He lavished the same attention on the other breast, and I was panting, my head thrown back, my body alive with a need so intense it was agony.

My hands scrabbled at his shirt, pulling it from his waistband, pushing it up over his head. He helped me, yanking it off and tossing it aside. I ran my hands over his chest, over the dusting of dark hair, the hard planes, the scars of a life lived. He was magnificent.

He backed me toward the sofa, his mouth never leaving my skin. When my legs hit the cushions, he knelt before me, his hands on the waistband of my leggings. He looked up at me, his eyes glinting in the dark.

“These,” he said, his voice thick with desire. “Off.”

I lifted my hips, and he peeled them down my legs, taking my panties with them. The cool air kissed my bare skin, but I was burning up from the inside. He settled back on his heels, his gaze raking over my naked body, laid bare before him in the storm-light.

“Jesus, Amara,” he breathed, a prayer and a curse.

Then his hands were on my thighs, spreading them. He leaned forward, and his mouth found my pussy.

I screamed.

It wasn’t a gentle exploration. It was a feast. He licked into me with a single-minded intensity that shattered every coherent thought. His tongue was flat and hot against my clit, circling, flicking, sucking. He speared it inside me, tasting me deeply, groaning as if he’d found water in a desert. One of his hands came up to press firmly on my lower belly, holding me down as I bucked against his mouth, the other hand sliding a finger through my slickness, then pushing inside me.

The dual sensation was too much. The rough pad of his tongue on my clit, the slow, deliberate thrust of his finger inside my cunt. He added a second finger, stretching me, crooking them just right. Pressure built, a coil tightening deep in my belly.

“Grayson… I’m going to…” I choked out.

He redoubled his efforts, his mouth relentless. The world narrowed to the point where his mouth and fingers met my body. The storm outside was nothing compared to the one he was unleashing inside me.

The orgasm broke over me like a wave, violent and shocking. My back bowed off the couch as I cried out, my vision whiting out. He rode it with me, his tongue gentling but not stopping, drawing every last shuddering spasm from me until I was boneless, gasping, my thighs trembling around his head.

He rose over me, his body a dark silhouette against a flash of lightning. He was still fully dressed from the waist down, his cock a hard, undeniable ridge straining against his jeans. He fumbled with his belt, his hands unsteady.

“I need to be inside you,” he said, the words raw. “Tell me you want it.”

“I want it,” I gasped, reaching for him. “I want you. Please.”

He freed himself, his cock springing free, thick and rigid in the dim light. He tore open the foil packet from his wallet with his teeth and rolled the condom down in one practiced stroke, the latex snapping tight around the base. Then he was between my thighs, the broad head of his cock nudging my slick, swollen cunt.

He paused, forehead pressed to mine, his breath hot against my lips. “Look at me,” he said, low and rough.

I opened my eyes. Lightning cracked outside and lit his face for a split second—jaw clenched, mouth parted, eyes dark with something raw and unsteady. The muscles in his neck stood out.

He pushed inside.

The stretch burned, slow and relentless, my cunt yielding around the thick length of him. He was big enough that I felt every inch, the pressure forcing my inner walls to open, the blunt head dragging deep until his hips met mine and he was seated fully. I gasped, the sound torn from my throat, and dug my nails into his shoulders hard enough to leave marks.

“Okay?” he gritted, holding still, every muscle locked.

“Yes,” I breathed, hooking my legs around his waist. “God, yes. Move.”

He started to thrust. Slow at first, grinding deep so the head of his cock rubbed that spot inside me that made my vision spark. Each stroke dragged wet and heavy, the sound of it obscene over the storm. Then he picked up speed, hips snapping harder, the couch creaking beneath us. The wet slap of skin on skin joined the wind howling outside and the ragged pull of our breathing.

He braced one hand on the back of the couch beside my head, the other gripping my hip hard enough to bruise, pinning me in place as he drove into me. Each thrust landed like a verdict. This. Is. Wrong. This. Is. All. There. Is.

“Touch yourself,” he growled, voice shredded. “Let me see you come again.”

I slid my hand between our bodies without hesitation. My fingers found my clit, swollen and slick, and the first circle sent a sharp jolt through me. I rubbed harder, hips jerking up to meet every thrust, the added friction pushing me higher, tighter.

“That’s it,” he urged, pace turning brutal, almost feral. “Come for me, Amara. Come on my cock.”

The words hit low and filthy. My orgasm crashed through me in hard, rhythmic pulses, my cunt clamping down around him again and again. I screamed his name into the dark, back arching, thighs shaking.

The tight, wet squeeze of me around him dragged a guttural sound from his chest. He thrust once more, deep and grinding, and held there as his cock jerked inside the condom, his body shuddering through his release.

He collapsed onto me, full weight pressing me into the cushions, heavy and solid and real. Our hearts slammed against each other, slowing by degrees. The storm still raged outside, but down here there was only the rasp of our breathing, the sharp smell of sweat and sex, and the knowledge of what we had just done sitting between us like a third heartbeat.

After a moment he shifted, rolling to his side and pulling me with him so I stayed tucked against his chest. He reached for a tissue from the coffee table, dealt with the condom, and dropped it. We lay tangled in the dark, the single lamp in the basement casting a faint golden line up the stairwell.

No one spoke. There was nothing to say.

His hand moved over my back in slow, steady strokes. I traced the lines of his chest with my fingertips, feeling the rise and fall of it, the heat of his skin, the reality of him more solid than any thought I could hold.

The structure had collapsed. The variable was all that remained. And it was terrifying.

And it was the most alive I had ever felt.


Chapter 2 — The Morning After

We didn’t sleep.

We dozed, tangled on the couch as the storm finally died into a gentle, predawn rain. My cheek was pressed to his sternum, his heartbeat a slow, steady metronome against my ear. His fingers never stopped moving, tracing idle patterns on my bare shoulder, down my spine. Every so often, his lips would brush the crown of my head, a silent, tender punctuation to the night’s violent poetry.

I should have been drowning in guilt. I was marrying his son in six days. Instead, I was floating, untethered, on a sea of sensation and a terrifying, giddy clarity. The fear was still there, a cold knot in my stomach, but it was now entwined with something hotter, sharper. A craving.

The first gray light of morning seeped through the high basement windows. I could see the room now—the worn leather couch, the blanket pooled on the floor, our clothes scattered like evidence. My white sundress was a crumpled ghost by the stairs.

Grayson stirred beneath me. His hand slid from my back to cup my hip, his thumb stroking the bone there. “You’re thinking,” he said, his voice rough with disuse.

“Aren’t you?”

“Trying not to.” He shifted, pulling back just enough to look down at me. His eyes were dark, serious, stripped of all the easy warmth from the dock. This was the man in the aftermath. “Tell me what you’re thinking.”

I swallowed. “I’m thinking I should be getting dressed. That I should go upstairs, make coffee, and pretend this was a fever dream.”

“But.”

“But I don’t want to move.”

His gaze held mine, unflinching. “Then don’t.”

“Grayson.” I said his name, and it was a question, a plea, a accusation all at once. “What are we doing?”

“Right now?” His hand slid from my hip, over the curve of my ass, his fingers trailing through the wetness that was still there, a stark reminder. I gasped. “Right now,” he continued, his voice dropping to a low rumble, “I’m remembering how you felt. How you sounded.” His fingers pressed inward, not entering, just applying a firm, promising pressure against my swollen flesh. “I’m thinking about doing it again.”

My breath hitched. Every nerve ending fired. “It’s morning.”

“I can see that.” He leaned down, his mouth hovering over mine. “Do you want me to stop?”

The question hung in the air, the same crucial pivot as last night.

He’d said it out loud. A line waiting to be crossed again, or not.

I shook my head, a tiny, desperate movement. “No.”

“Say it.”

“Don’t stop.”

That was all he needed. His mouth crashed down on mine, not with the slow exploration of last night, but with a claiming hunger. It was different in the light. I could see the silver in his stubble, the faint lines at the corners of his eyes, the stark reality of him. It made it hotter.

He rolled, pinning me beneath him on the couch. The leather was cool against my back, a contrast to the furnace of his skin. He kissed a blazing trail down my neck, my collarbone, taking a detour to swirl his tongue around one nipple, then the other, until they were hard, aching points. His hands mapped my body as if memorizing it, palming my breasts, squeezing my waist, gripping my thighs to spread them wider.

“Look at you,” he murmured, his gaze raking over me. “All mine for the taking.”

The words should have felt wrong. They felt like a truth I’d been starving for.

He didn’t linger. He shifted lower, his broad shoulders pushing my thighs apart. I knew what was coming, and a jolt of pure, electric anticipation shot through me. He hooked my legs over his shoulders, and then his mouth was on me.

Last night had been frantic, desperate. This was deliberate. He used his tongue like a weapon of pure pleasure, slow, broad strokes through my folds, then a focused, relentless flicking over my clit. I cried out, my hands flying to his hair, fisting in the thick, dark strands. He groaned against me, the vibration sending another shockwave through my core.

“You taste like us,” he said, his voice muffled against my flesh. “Like sin.”

He licked into me, deep, and I bucked against his mouth. He held me down, one arm across my hips, and continued his devastating assault.

He’d learn my rhythm quickly—the way my breath would catch just before my hips started to stutter, the tiny, pleading sounds I made when I was close. He drove me to the edge with his tongue and fingers, then backed off, twice, until I was sobbing his name, a raw, broken thing.

“Please, Grayson. Please.”

“Please what?” He lifted his head, his chin glistening. His eyes were black with want.

“I need you inside me. Now.”

He didn’t need to be asked twice. He moved up my body, his cock—hard, thick, and already sheathed in a fresh condom he’d retrieved from his jeans—pressing against my entrance. He paused, his forehead against mine, our breaths mingling.

“Don’t close your eyes,” he commanded.

I opened my eyes, drowning in his.

“This is what you want?” he asked, giving me one last chance to stop.

“Yes.” It was barely a whisper. “God, yes.”

He pushed in, in one slow, inexorable stroke that filled me completely, stretching me to a perfect, burning fullness. We both groaned, a synchronized sound of relief and conquest.

He began to move, a deep, rolling rhythm that was less about frantic need and more about possession. Each thrust was a statement. Each withdrawal a promise of return. He watched my face, cataloging every flinch of pleasure, every parted-lip gasp.

“You feel it,” he grunted, his pace increasing. “You feel how right this is.”

I did. It was a physical truth, a perfect alignment that my body recognized even as my mind screamed in protest. I wrapped my legs around his waist, heels digging into the small of his back, pulling him deeper.

The angle changed, and he hit a spot that made stars burst behind my eyelids.

“There,” I gasped. “Right there.”

He hammered into that spot, his thrusts becoming harder, faster, driving the couch back against the wall with a rhythmic thump. The sound was obscene, undeniable. Someone was making these sounds—these high, keening cries, these guttural, masculine groans. It was us.

The coil in my belly tightened, snapping with a force that left me blind. My orgasm tore through me, wave after wave of pure, white-hot pleasure, my inner muscles milking his length. I chanted his name, a broken litany.

The feel of my climax triggered his. With a final, deep thrust, he buried himself to the hilt, his body bowing over mine as he came, a raw, ragged shout torn from his throat.

He sank against me, chest heaving, his weight pinning me into the cushions like something solid to hold onto. We were both slick with sweat, breathing in ragged gulps. The room smelled of sex and leather and us.

After a long while, he shifted off, disposing of the condom. He didn’t pull me to him this time. He just lay on his back beside me, staring at the ceiling. The distance of a few inches felt like a canyon.

The spell was breaking. Reality, in the form of pale morning light, was flooding in.

“Coffee,” he said finally, his voice flat.

“Yeah.”

We dressed in silence. I pulled on my sundress, the fabric feeling strange against my sensitized skin. He stepped into his jeans, not bothering with a shirt. We didn’t look at each other as we climbed the stairs to the main house.

The power was back on. The kitchen was pristine, a stark contrast to the debauchery of the basement. He moved with a familiar, efficient grace, grinding beans, filling the carafe. The normalcy of it was jarring.

He handed me a steaming mug. Our fingers brushed. A jolt, smaller now, but still there.

We stood on opposite sides of the kitchen island, sipping in silence.

The lake outside the window was calm, mirror-like, as if the storm had never happened.

“What happens now?” I asked, my voice too loud in the quiet.

He took a long sip, his eyes on the lake. “We have five more days before anyone else gets here.”

It wasn’t an answer. It was a fact. A timeline.

“And after that?” I pressed.

He finally looked at me. “Do you want to call off the wedding?”

The question hung in the air, brutal in its simplicity. It was the core of it all. My fiancé, his son, was a fuzzy, distant concept—a polite voice on the phone, a safe, planned future. The man in front of me was a wildfire.

“I don’t know,” I whispered, the truth of it terrifying.

He nodded, as if he’d expected that answer. “Then we have five days to figure it out.”

It felt like a challenge. Or a sentence.

The rest of the day passed in a surreal haze. We cleaned up the basement with a wordless, practical efficiency, stripping the couch of its blanket, opening windows to air out the scent of sex. We made lunch—a simple salad—and ate it on the deck, the space between our chairs feeling charged and vast.

The physical need had been slaked, for now. What was left was a thick, complicated tension. The guilt began to seep in at the edges, cold and insistent. I’d cheated. Not in some ambiguous emotional way. I’d let my fiancé’s father fuck me on a basement couch, twice, and then again in the shower after lunch, pinned against the cool tile as hot water rained down on us. That had been quick and fierce, a release of the new tension that had built between us, his hand over my mouth to muffle my cries.

By late afternoon, a fragile, awkward normalcy had descended. He retreated to his study to work. I tried to read a novel on the porch swing, but the words swam on the page. All I could think about was the feel of his beard against my inner thigh, the sound of my own voice begging.

He emerged as the sun was beginning to dip, casting long shadows across the lawn. He’d put on a fresh shirt, dark blue linen rolled up to his elbows.

“I’m going to take the boat out,” he said, his tone neutral, as if addressing a guest. “Check the dock lines after the storm. Would you like to come?”

It wasn’t an invitation to passion. It sounded like a peace offering. A way to exist in the same space without combusting.

“Okay,” I said.

The boat was a small, classic wooden runabout. He helped me in, his hand firm on my elbow, the contact brief but sending a spark up my arm. He started the engine, a low rumble that broke the evening silence, and we puttered slowly away from the dock.

The air was cool on the water. I watched his hands on the wheel, capable, sure. He navigated us to the far side of the cove, then cut the engine. We drifted in the gentle silence.

“Talk to me, Amara,” he said, not looking at me. “About him. About the wedding.”

I stiffened. “Why?”

“Because I need to know what I’m up against.” He finally turned his gaze on me. It was stark, unflinching. “I need to know if you’re just looking for a way out of a bad decision, or if you’re feeling something you think might be real.”

The directness was a shock. It was also a relief. The pretense was gone.

I took a shaky breath. “It’s not a bad decision. Leo is… he’s good.

He’s stable. He loves me.”

“Do you love him?”

I looked out at the water, the setting sun painting it in streaks of orange and purple. “I care for him. Deeply. He’s my best friend.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

Tears stung hot at the corners of my eyes. “I don’t know!” The words tore out of me. “I thought I did. I planned the whole goddamn wedding. I chose the china pattern. But being here, with you… it’s like I’ve been sleepwalking and someone shook me awake. And it’s violent, and it’s wrong, and it’s going to destroy everything. But I feel more awake with you in a day than I have in two years with him.”

He stayed silent for a long moment. The only sound was the low idle of the boat engine and the water slapping the hull. “So it’s the wrongness you want.”

“No.” I turned to him, the vinyl seat creaking under me. “It’s the realness. With Leo, it’s all… managed. Planned. Perfect. With you, it’s messy. It’s honest. It’s terrifying. It feels like living.”

He reached out then, his palm cupping my cheek, his thumb wiping away the tear that had slipped free. “Living has a cost.”

“I know.”

His thumb traced my lower lip, the pad rough from the ropes he’d handled earlier. “We have four more days. No one is here. No one will know.”

“We’ll know.”

“Yes,” he said, his voice dropping into that low register that sent a tight pulse between my legs. “We will.”

He leaned in and kissed me, not with the fire of before, but with a deep, soul-wrenching sweetness that landed heavier. It felt like goodbye and like a beginning at the same time.

When he pulled back, his eyes held a resolve that made my stomach drop. “I want you to make a choice, Amara. Not now. But before he gets here. And I want you to make it with your eyes wide open.” His palm trailed from my cheek, down my neck, over the collar of my dress, until it rested flat over my heart. “So for the next four days, I’m not going to be the gentleman. I’m not going to be your almost-father-in-law. I’m going to be the man who wants you. Completely. In every way a man can want a woman. I’m going to show you what it can be like. And then you’ll decide.”

His words landed like a promise and a threat both. A line drawn in the sand.

“What does that mean?” I whispered. My heart hammered under his hand.

He didn’t answer with words. He started the engine again and pointed the boat back toward the house. The sun had nearly set, the sky a deep bruise of purple and blue. As we approached the dock, he cut the engine and let us glide the last few feet.

He tied off the boat and offered me his hand to help me out. His grip was firm, pulling me up onto the wooden planks until I stood close to him in the gathering twilight. The lake lapped softly against the pilings.

“It means,” he said, his voice barely above the sound of the water, “that tonight, you come to my room. Not the guest room. My room.” He lifted my hand, pressing a kiss to my knuckles, his eyes never leaving mine. “And you don’t sleep in your clothes.”

His lips were warm against my skin, but his words sent a chill straight through me. It wasn’t a request. It was a decree. You come to my room.

He released my hand and turned toward the house, not waiting for a reply. The implicit understanding was that I had already given it. I stood on the dock for a long moment, watching his retreating back, the broad shoulders in the dark linen shirt, the confident stride that owned the path he walked on. The sky deepened to indigo, and the first stars pricked through.

My body hummed with a low, insistent current. It was different from the raw hunger of the storm, the frantic need in the basement. This was a slow, deep thrum of anticipation. He was going to show me. In every way a man can want a woman. The promise was vast, terrifying. It felt like stepping onto a path with no map.

I walked back to the house slowly, the pine needles soft under my bare feet. The kitchen was empty, lit by the under-cabinet lights. A single wine glass sat rinsed in the sink. Upstairs, the hallway was quiet. The door to the primary bedroom at the end of the hall was closed.

I went to the guest room—my room, technically. I showered, washing off the day: the lake spray, the sweat, the scent of him that still seemed to cling to me. I stood under the hot water until my skin was pink, my mind a blank white noise. I toweled off and stared at myself in the fogged mirror. My eyes were too bright, my cheeks flushed. I looked like a woman who knew a secret.

You don’t sleep in your clothes.

I opened my suitcase. I had packed sensible nightwear—cotton shorts and tank tops, a silk kimono. I pushed them aside. At the very bottom, almost as a joke on myself, was a slip of a thing: a black lace teddy I’d bought for my honeymoon. It was frivolous, impractical, a fantasy. I’d never worn it.

I put it on. The lace was scratchy against my damp skin. It was sheer, barely there, clinging to my curves and leaving little to the imagination. I looked at my reflection again. A stranger stared back—a woman poised on the edge of a very high cliff.

My heart was a wild drum against my ribs as I opened my bedroom door. The hallway stretched before me, a canyon of polished wood and shadow. Light spilled from under his door.

I didn’t knock.

I turned the knob and stepped inside.

His room was masculine, rich. Dark wood floors, a large bed with a navy duvet, bookshelves lined with volumes on history and sailing. A single lamp on the bedside table cast a pool of warm light. He was standing by the window, looking out at the dark lake, a glass of amber liquor in his hand. He’d changed into gray sweatpants and nothing else. The lines of his back, the taper of his waist, the powerful set of his shoulders—they were a landscape I was already learning.

He heard the door click shut and turned.

His eyes traveled over me, from my bare feet up my legs, over the sheer black lace, to my face. The look in them wasn’t just desire. It was appraisal, possession, a fierce kind of satisfaction. He didn’t smile.

“Come here.”

The two words were low, commandingly soft. I walked to him, the floor cool under my feet. He set his glass down on the windowsill and reached for me. His hands settled on my waist, his thumbs brushing the lower curve of my ribs. He was so much taller, so much more solid. I felt delicate, breakable, in his grasp.

“You’re trembling,” he observed.

“I’m scared.”

“Of me?”

“Of this.”

He leaned down, his forehead touching mine. “Don’t be. You can say no at any time. You know that, right?”

I nodded, my breath catching. “I don’t want to say no.”

“Good.” His lips brushed mine, once, twice, a teasing prelude. Then his mouth opened over mine, and the kiss was deep, languid, a slow exploration that had all the time in the world. His tongue swept against mine, tasting of whiskey and him. One hand came up to cradle the back of my head, his fingers tangling in my damp hair. The other slid down to palm my ass through the fragile lace, pulling me flush against him. I could feel the hard length of his cock through the soft fabric of his sweatpants.

He broke the kiss, his breath hot on my cheek. “This,” he said, his voice a gravelly rumble, “is going to be slow. I’m going to take my time with you.”

He walked me backward toward the bed, his mouth finding mine again in a series of drugging, consuming kisses. When my calves hit the edge of the mattress, he guided me down until I was sitting. He knelt before me, a shocking, beautiful sight. He took my foot in his hand, his thumb stroking my arch, and placed a kiss on my ankle. Then the other foot. His lips traveled up my calf, along the inside of my knee, his beard a delicious abrasion against my sensitive skin. He hooked his fingers in the sides of my teddy and drew it down, over my hips, my thighs, until I was free of it. He tossed it aside, a dark flutter in the lamplight.

I was naked before him, sitting on the edge of his bed. He stayed on his knees, his hands resting on my thighs, spreading them gently. He just looked, his gaze a physical caress. I’d never felt so exposed, so utterly seen.

“So perfect,” he murmured, almost to himself.

Then he leaned in and put his mouth on me.

It was different from before. There was no frantic hunger, no storm-driven desperation. This was worship. He licked into me with a slow, deliberate thoroughness, his tongue flat and broad, savoring every wet fold. He cupped my ass, tilting my hips to give him better access. His nose nudged my clit, and I gasped, my hands flying to his head.

“Grayson…”

He hummed against me, the vibration shooting straight through my cunt. He took his time, learning every fold, every hidden spot that made me jolt. He’d lick, then blow cool air, then suck gently, building the pleasure in a slow, relentless crescendo. He slid two fingers inside me, curling them, finding a rhythm that matched the lazy circles his tongue was making on my clit. I was panting, my head falling back, my spine bowing. It was an agony of slowness, every nerve ending hyper-aware, every touch magnified.

“Please,” I begged, my fingers tightening in his hair.

He ignored me, maintaining his torturous, exquisite pace. He was going to make me come like this, with just his mouth and his fingers, with a patience that felt like both a gift and a punishment. The coil tightened, unbearably sweet, deep in my belly. My thighs began to shake against his shoulders.

“I’m… I’m going to…”

He doubled his efforts, his tongue flicking faster, his fingers pumping deeper. And then I shattered, a silent explosion that tore through me in rolling waves. My body convulsed, and he held me through it, his mouth soft now, gentling me down as the pulses subsided.

Before I could fully come back to myself, he was moving. He stood, shedding his sweatpants in one fluid motion. His cock sprang free, thick and fully erect, the head flushed dark. He sheathed himself with a condom from the nightstand, his eyes never leaving mine.

He came down over me, bracing his weight on his forearms, caging me in. He nudged at my entrance, the blunt pressure making me gasp anew. I was still throbbing from my climax, hypersensitive.

“Stay with me. Eyes open,” he said.

I dragged my eyes open. His face was above mine, a study in controlled intensity.

“This time,” he said, pushing in just an inch, stretching me, “you feel every single inch. You feel how you take me. You feel how you were made for this.”

He sank into me with a slow, inexorable push that stole the air from my lungs. It was a full, deep, burning stretch that seemed to go on forever. When he was fully seated, he paused, letting me adjust, letting me feel the profound intimacy of being completely filled by him.

“Okay?” he breathed.

“Yes.” It was a sob.

He began to move. It was a deep, rolling rhythm, each withdrawal almost complete, each thrust a slow, deliberate re-claiming. There was no frantic pace, no race to a finish. This was the act itself, drawn out and savored. The slide of him inside me was slick, wet, obscenely intimate. The sound of our bodies joining, a soft, rhythmic slap, filled the quiet room.

He shifted his hips, angling deeper, and the blunt head of his cock dragged hard across that spot inside me. A broken sound ripped from my throat. Heat bloomed behind my closed eyelids, bright and sharp.

“There?” he grunted, voice low and rough.

“Yes. God, yes, there.”

He held the angle and drove into me again, each thrust a fraction harder, a fraction faster, the control in his hips absolute. His eyes stayed locked on my face, tracking every twitch of muscle, every flutter of my lashes, every sharp pull of breath.

“You’re so tight,” he murmured, the words even, measured, almost calm. “So fucking perfect around my cock.”

The filthy praise, spoken in that steady voice, sent another pulse of wet heat through me. My hands clawed at his back, nails biting into the shifting muscle beneath his skin.

“Touch yourself,” he ordered.

My eyes snapped open. “What?”

“You heard me. Touch your clit. I want to watch you come on my cock.”

Shame and want twisted together low in my belly, thick and liquid. I hesitated only a heartbeat before sliding my hand between us. My clit was swollen, slick under my fingers. The first circle made me gasp. He groaned, feeling the way my cunt clenched around him in response.

“That’s it,” he said, pace never breaking. “Show me.”

I rubbed the sensitive bundle of nerves, the dual pressure of his thick cock stretching me open and my own fingers working my clit pushing me higher, faster. My breaths fractured into ragged little cries. I was close, the pleasure winding tighter with every stroke.

“Come for me, Amara,” he urged, his own control finally cracking, thrusts turning harder, deeper. “Let go.”

The command, the relentless drive of his cock, and the frantic circles of my fingers sent me over. The orgasm slammed through me, a hard, clenching wave that locked around his length and milked him. I screamed, raw and unfiltered, the sound bouncing off the walls.

That broke him. With a guttural shout he slammed in one last time and held, his body shuddering as he emptied inside the condom.

He collapsed over me, full weight pinning me to the mattress, heavy and perfect. We lay slick with sweat, hearts pounding against each other’s ribs, the frantic rhythm slowly easing.

After a long stretch he rolled off, dealt with the condom, then came back and pulled me into him, my back to his chest, his arm banded tight around my waist. His mouth pressed to my shoulder, warm and lingering.

We didn’t speak. Only our breathing filled the quiet, gradually falling into the same slow rhythm.

I waited for the guilt to crash in, sharp and immediate in the stillness. It didn’t come. Instead there was only a deep, unsettling calm, a sense of rightness that shouldn’t have existed. I drifted into a light doze wrapped in the heat of his body and the clean scent of his skin.

I woke later to the brush of his lips at the nape of my neck. The room had gone dark; he’d killed the lamp. Moonlight lay pale across the floorboards.

“Again,” he whispered against my skin, his hand sliding down my stomach.

And we did.

The next three days passed in a suspended bubble, outside time, outside law, outside the shape of my real life.

We fell into a rhythm. Mornings meant coffee on the deck, the boards warm under bare feet, steam rising from our mugs while we talked about nothing that mattered—books we’d both read, the weather shifting over the lake, the heron that returned every dawn to stalk fish near the dock. The words stayed easy, winding, free of the mines buried in our situation. We were simply two people sharing space and sunlight.

Afternoons belonged to hunger.

He kept his promise. He showed me.

He took me on the sun-warmed planks of the dock in full daylight, a towel beneath my back, his palm clamped hard over my mouth to muffle the sounds I made while he fucked me from behind, the lake lapping inches from my head. The boards bit into my shoulder blades. His cock drove deep with every thrust, the wet slap of skin loud in the open air.

He bent me over the arm of the living room sofa, afternoon sun cutting across my back, and fucked me with a relentless, punishing rhythm that left my legs shaking and my vision sparking at the edges. The fabric of the sofa arm pressed into my hip bones. His fingers dug bruises into my waist.

In the kitchen he lifted me onto the cold granite, shoved my thighs wide, and licked me until I came with a scream, fingers twisted tight in his hair, before he pushed inside me and took his own pleasure with slow, deliberate strokes that made the copper pots rattle on their hooks above us.

He was insatiable. I was insatiable. Every room became a place we used. It was raw and explicit, and every time, without fail, he would stop, look me in the eye, and ask. “Do you want this?” “Is this what you want?” The questions, spoken plain amid the sweat and the gasps, kept the days from tipping into something I couldn’t name. They were the lines I held.

He was a demanding, attentive lover. He mapped my body with focused, almost clinical precision. He knew exactly what made me arch off the sheets, what made me beg, what made me sob his name into a pillow. He used every detail without mercy.

But it wasn’t only the sex. The quiet stretches between were just as dangerous. Him reading the paper with my head in his lap, fingers moving absently through my hair. Cooking dinner side by side, his body brushing mine as we reached around each other in the small kitchen. Sitting in silence on the porch swing while fireflies lit the dark, his arm solid around my shoulders.

I learned small things about him. He took his coffee black, no sugar, no cream. A faint white scar curved along his ribcage from a sailing accident in his twenties. He laughed, a deep, unselfconscious sound, at stupid puns. He missed his wife with a quiet, settled sadness that lived behind his eyes when he thought I wasn’t watching.

I told him things too. Things I’d never said to Leo. The fear of becoming ordinary. The secret wish to leave event planning and design gardens instead. The loneliness that had lived in me since childhood. He listened without trying to repair any of it.

The wedding, Leo, the world beyond the lake—all of it shrank to a distant, fogged shoreline. Here, inside the bubble, there was only us.

On the fourth day the illusion split.

We were in the boathouse after a lazy, naked swim. The air smelled of damp wood and lake water. He had me pressed against the wall, hands braced on the workbench, his cock moving inside me in a slow, deep rhythm that felt more like connection than urgency. My phone, left on the shelf with my clothes, buzzed.

Then buzzed again.

And again.

A text chain. The rapid, familiar pattern was unmistakable. Leo.

Grayson went still inside me, every muscle locked tight.

The spell broke. The world rushed back in, cold and loud. My fiancé. My future husband. The man whose father was currently buried to the hilt inside me.

I started to shake.

Grayson pulled out gently, hands steadying my hips. He turned me to face him. My cheeks were wet. I hadn’t realized I was crying.

“Amara,” he said, voice rough.

“I can’t,” I choked, reaching for my clothes. “I can’t do this.”

I dressed with clumsy fingers, refusing to look at him. The phone kept buzzing on the shelf. I grabbed it and fled the boathouse, running up the gravel path to the house, the stones sharp against my bare soles.

I locked myself in the guest bathroom, back against the door, and opened the messages.

Leo: Hey you. Missing you like crazy.

Leo: Just landed in Chicago. This deal is a beast but almost wrapped.

Leo: Flight’s booked for Friday afternoon. I’ll be there by dinner. Can’t wait to see you. Love you.

Three ordinary lines. Normal. Loving. Oblivious.

The weight of what I’d done—what I was still doing—pressed down on my chest until I couldn’t breathe. I slid to the floor, knees pulled tight to my body, and cried in silent, shaking sobs. The guilt I’d held back for days finally broke through, cold and filthy and choking.

I was a cheater. I was betraying a good man with his own father. I was a cliché. A villain in someone else’s story.

A soft knock sounded against the door. “Amara.” His voice was quiet, close.

“Go away.”

He sighed, a heavy sound on the other side of the wood. Then his footsteps moved away.

I stayed on the floor until the tears stopped and my body ached. I stood, splashed cold water on my face, and met my own red-rimmed eyes in the mirror. The woman looking back was a stranger, hollowed out by pleasure and poisoned by shame.

I walked out into the empty living room. Grayson stood by the fireplace, staring out the window, a glass of water in his hand. He turned when he heard me.

“I’m sorry,” he said simply.

“For what?” My voice came out flat. “For showing me? You’re giving me exactly what I asked for.”

“For not being the one to remember the world exists.” He set the glass down. “He’s my son, Amara. I haven’t forgotten that.”

The words landed like a slap. My son. He rarely said it, rarely named the relationship that made this monstrous.

“What are we doing, Grayson?” The question came out broken.

He crossed to me, stopping a few feet away, not touching. “We’re waiting for you to choose.”

“It’s not a choice! It’s… it’s madness. It’s wrong.”

“Is it?” His gaze didn’t waver. “What feels more wrong right now? The thought of going back to him, putting on that white dress, and saying vows you don’t fully mean? Or the thought of walking away from this?”

I had no answer. Both felt like different kinds of death.

“He gets here the day after tomorrow,” Grayson said, voice low. “You have tonight. And tomorrow. Then the bubble pops. For good.”

He stepped closer, hand rising to cup my cheek. I flinched but didn’t pull away.

“I won’t touch you again unless you ask,” he said, thumb stroking my cheekbone. “The next move is yours. Always has been.”

He dropped his hand and walked away, leaving me alone in the silent, sunlit room, the ghost of his touch still burning on my skin and the phantom weight of a wedding ring heavy on my finger.

The countdown had become a clock, ticking loud in the sudden, brutal quiet. I had one more night. One more day. And then my future would arrive for dinner.


Chapter 3 — The Collision

The ghost of his touch refused to fade. It lingered as a brand, a low, constant heat across my cheek that followed me through the empty afternoon. I moved through the house like a trespasser, thoughts snarled and restless. One more night. One more day. The words looped, a chant, a curse, a promise I couldn’t outrun.

I avoided Grayson. Coward’s move, but I needed room to think without the pull of his presence bending every thought toward him. I took a long walk through the pines, boots sinking into needles still damp from last night’s rain. The scent of resin and wet earth filled my lungs and did nothing to clear my head. Every path curved back toward the house, toward the inevitable.

When I returned, the kitchen sat empty. A note in his precise, angular script waited on the island beside a bowl of fresh peaches.

Gone into town for supplies. Dinner at seven, if you’re hungry. —G

The normality of it knocked me off-balance. Groceries. Dinner. As if last night hadn’t happened. As if this morning’s ultimatum hadn’t been spoken. I lifted a peach, its skin soft and faintly furred under my thumb, and the simple weight of it in my palm felt indecent.

I spent the next hours in a suspended state, moving without purpose. I tried to call Leo, thumb hovering over the smiling engagement photo on my screen. I couldn’t press the button. What would I say? Hi, just checking in. Also, I let your father fuck me against the pantry door last night and I’m pretty sure my entire life is a lie. I set the phone down, screen gone dark.

Instead I opened the wedding planner. The one I’d packed with the stubborn hope that reviewing seating charts and floral timelines might calm me. The tabs looked like relics from someone else’s life. The woman who had color-coded them had vanished somewhere in the storm, leaving this raw, wanting thing in her place.

At ten to seven I stood before the closet. I’d packed for solitude: soft jeans, oversized sweaters, practical cotton. My hand moved past them and found the one thing that didn’t belong—a sleeveless linen dress the color of dusk. I’d thrown it in on impulse, thinking I might want to feel like myself for one evening. I pulled it on. The fabric skimmed cool and light over my skin. I left my hair loose.

The table on the screened porch was already set for two. Candles burned inside glass hurricanes, flames motionless in the still air. Grayson stood at the grill with his back to me, dark jeans riding low on his hips, black t-shirt stretched tight across his shoulders. The sight of him doing something so ordinary sent a sharp, sweet ache through my chest.

He turned when I stepped onto the porch. His eyes moved over me slowly, from bare feet to the dress, and the weight of that look landed like a hand on my skin. A muscle jumped in his jaw. “You look beautiful.”

“Thank you.” The words left me thinner than I wanted. “Can I help?”

“Everything’s done. Sit. Wine’s open.”

I poured a glass, hands steady only because I forced them to be. He carried over plates of grilled salmon, asparagus, and small roasted potatoes. The food looked perfect. It felt like a last meal.

We ate in a silence that wasn’t awkward, only heavy. Every scrape of silverware, every sip of wine, marked time in a conversation we were both afraid to finish. The sun dropped behind the trees and bled orange and violet across the sky.

“Did you think about it?” he asked at last, voice quiet beneath the cicadas.

“I thought of nothing else.”

“And?”

I set my fork down. “And I don’t know. I know what I should do. I know what everyone would tell me I have to do. But that knowing feels… external. Like lines someone else wrote.” I met his eyes across the flickering light. “What do you want me to do, Grayson?”

He leaned back, face half in shadow. “I told you. I want you to choose.”

“That’s a cop-out.”

“Is it?” He took a slow drink. “If I tell you to walk away, I’m the man who stole his son’s bride. If I tell you to go to him, I’m lying, because every cell in my body wants you to stay. So no, Amara. I won’t make it easy for either of us.”

The honesty cut clean. No room left for fantasy. This was a collision, not a fairy tale.

“Last night…” I started, the words catching. “You said you wouldn’t touch me again unless I asked.”

His eyes held mine, candlelight catching the gray flecks. “I meant it.”

The air between us thickened. Memory rose—his hands, his mouth, the thick stretch of him inside me, the shocking rightness of it. My skin prickled with the awareness of how close he sat.

“I’m scared,” I whispered.

“I know. So am I.”

“What are you scared of?”

He was quiet for a long moment. “That you’ll leave tomorrow and I’ll have to watch you marry my son. That I’ll have to live with the memory of what it felt like to have you, just once, knowing that was all we’d ever get.” His voice dropped. “And I’m scared that you’ll stay. Because then we have to build something out of the wreckage, and I don’t know if I’m strong enough for that either.”

Tears came hot and sudden. He saw them. His restraint cracked. He reached across the table, palm open between us, an invitation rather than a demand.

I looked at his hand—the strong fingers, the callused lines—and thought of Leo’s hands, softer, always moving. I placed mine in Grayson’s. His fingers closed around mine, warm and certain, and the contact shot straight between my legs. It was only a handhold, yet it felt more intimate than anything we’d done in the dark.

“Ask me,” he said, voice low and rough.

My heart slammed against my ribs. This was the line. Last night had been storm and impulse. This was a choice made in clear evening light, wine still on my tongue, the weight of a future in my other hand.

I drew a breath that shook on the way in. “Touch me.”

He stood so fast his chair scraped back. He kept hold of my hand and pulled me to my feet. He didn’t lead me inside. He simply stepped around the table and into my space, his free hand sliding up to cup the back of my neck. His gaze searched my face.

“Yes?” he asked, one last, solemn check.

“Yes.”

His mouth came down on mine.

This kiss was nothing like the ones from the storm. That had been hunger and discovery. This was deep, deliberate, devastatingly sure. He kissed me like he was learning the shape of my mouth for later, when he’d need the memory. I opened for him, hands gripping his shoulders, the solid muscle beneath my palms. Everything else fell away—just the heat of his tongue, the taste of wine and skin, the hard length of his body pressed to mine.

He broke the kiss, breathing ragged, forehead resting against mine. “Where?”

“Here,” I said, not wanting walls or doors or the lie of a bed. “Right here.”

A low, approving sound rumbled in his chest. His hands found the thin straps of my dress and pushed them down. The linen slid to my waist. I wasn’t wearing anything beneath it. Cool evening air touched my bare breasts, tightening my nipples. His gaze dropped, hot and heavy.

“You are so fucking beautiful,” he growled, and then his mouth was on me, tongue dragging over one stiff peak before he drew it deep and sucked. I cried out, fingers twisting in his hair, holding him there. The wet pull traveled straight to my clit. He moved to the other breast, giving it the same slow, thorough attention until I was shaking.

He shoved the dress the rest of the way down. It pooled at my feet. I stood naked in the fading light while he looked at me. He took one step back, eyes dark.

“Your turn,” I said, voice low and rough.

A slow, dangerous smile touched his mouth. He stripped the t-shirt off in one motion. His chest was exactly as I remembered from the dark—broad, cut, dark hair scattered across it. I pressed both palms flat against him, feeling the steady beat of his heart. I leaned in and licked a slow stripe up his sternum, tasting salt and heat.

My hands went to his jeans. I fumbled with the button, fingers clumsy. He covered my hands with his, stilling them.

“Let me,” he said, and made quick work of the button and zipper. He shoved jeans and briefs down together. His cock sprang free, thick and flushed, the head already wet.

Seeing him like this, fully hard in the soft candlelight, hit harder than feeling him in the dark. He was magnificent. A flush of raw, wanting heat rolled through me.

He kicked the clothes aside and pulled me against him, skin to skin. The press of his cock against my belly was hot and insistent. I reached between us and wrapped my hand around him, stroking once, slow and firm. He hissed.

“I need you inside me,” I whispered against his neck, biting the tendon there.

He groaned, hands tightening on my hips. “Not yet.”

He walked me backward until the edge of the table met my thighs. He sat in one of the chairs and drew me onto his lap, straddling him. My knees sank into the cushion on either side of his hips. The position brought us face to face, my breasts brushing his chest with every breath. His cock rested against the slick seam of my pussy, separated by nothing but air.

“Keep those eyes on me,” he said, hands sliding up my thighs.

I locked eyes with him. His gaze was fierce, possessive, completely focused.

He slid one hand between us, fingers finding my clit. I gasped as he circled the swollen nub, touch sure and unhurried. Pleasure sparked sharp and immediate, coiling low in my belly.

“This is yours,” he said, voice rough while he worked me. “This feeling. This choice. Don’t close your eyes. Don’t hide from it.”

He pushed two fingers inside me, curling them, and my head fell back on a broken sound. He stroked that hidden spot with relentless pressure while his thumb kept circling my clit. The dual sensation was almost too much. My hips rocked without thought, riding his hand, chasing the edge already building fast.

“Grayson… I’m going to…”

“Come for me,” he ordered, eyes burning into mine. “Let me see you.”

The command, the weight of his stare, the slow drag of his fingers inside me—it broke me open. The orgasm tore through, silent and brutal, locking every muscle tight. I clenched around his fingers, mouth wide around a scream that never came, eyes pinned to his while the pleasure burned out every thought, every scrap of doubt, every thread of guilt.

I slumped forward, boneless, forehead dropping to his shoulder as the aftershocks rattled through me. He held me steady, fingers still moving in lazy strokes that kept the pulses going.

He pulled his hand free at last. Brought his slick fingers to his mouth and sucked them clean, gaze never leaving mine. The sight sent another hard throb deep between my legs.

“Now,” he said, hands locking on my hips again. “Now I’m going to be inside you.”

He lifted me just enough. The thick head of his cock nudged at my entrance, wet with my arousal. He didn’t push. He let me sink down, taking him one slow inch at a time.

The stretch burned, deep and perfect. I worked myself lower until my ass met his thighs and he was buried to the root. We groaned together, the sound raw. I felt split open, stretched tight around him. I stayed there, inner walls fluttering, trying to adjust to the sheer size of him.

His grip tightened. “Move, Amara,” he said, voice rough. “Take what you need.”

I rocked, a slow grind that dragged my clit against the coarse hair at the base of his cock. Sensation, still raw from the first climax, coiled again, hotter and tighter. He let me set the rhythm, jaw clenched, eyes locked on my face. But I felt the strain in his thighs, the way his hands fought to stay still.

“Faster,” he gritted out.

I lifted almost off him and dropped back down, picking up speed. The slick, rhythmic smack of our bodies meeting cut through the quiet evening, loud and filthy. Pleasure climbed fast. I chased it, breath tearing in and out of me.

“That’s it,” he urged, breathing hard. “Take it. It’s yours.”

He shifted his angle. On the next downward stroke he drove straight into that spot that made white flare behind my eyes. A cry ripped out of me.

“There?” he asked, doing it again.

“Yes. God, yes, right there.”

He took control then, hands guiding my hips, driving me down onto him while he thrust up hard from below. Every stroke hit that deep spot until nothing existed outside the slap of flesh, the rough sound of his breathing, the tight coil of pleasure winding hotter inside me.

“I’m going to come again,” I gasped. “Grayson, I can’t—”

“Do it,” he growled. “Come on my cock. Let me feel you.”

The raw command in his voice shoved me over. The second orgasm hit harder, deeper, my pussy clamping around him in heavy, rhythmic pulses that milked his length. My vision blurred at the edges.

My climax dragged his out. He thrust up once, twice, three more times with a guttural shout, burying himself as deep as he could go. Heat flooded me in sudden, thick spurts. He held me there, impaled, while he shook through it, face pressed into the crook of my neck, breath hot against my skin.

We stayed locked together for long minutes, sweat cooling on our skin. The candles burned low. Cicadas droned. The reality of what we’d just done on the porch crept back in slow, cold threads.

He moved first. His hands eased on my hips. He pressed a kiss to my shoulder, surprisingly gentle. I was limp, mind blank and quiet.

He shifted and I felt him slip, soft, from my body. A sharp pang of loss followed. He stood, lifted me into his arms, and carried me naked through the dark house—not toward the guest room, but to the doorway of the master bedroom.

He stopped on the threshold, looking from the shadowed interior back to my face. His expression was unreadable, satisfaction and wariness and something raw all mixed together.

“Your room or mine?” he asked, voice low.

I looked past him at the bed, the dark furniture, the simple navy sheets, then back at him. My heart, still slowing from exertion, kicked hard again. Sleeping beside him. Waking up in his arms. It felt more dangerous than what we’d done outside.

“Yours,” I whispered.

He carried me in and laid me in the center of the bed. The sheets felt cool against my overheated skin. He didn’t join me right away. He went to the bathroom. Water ran. When he came back he held a warm, damp washcloth. He cleaned the mess from my thighs with careful strokes, fingers brushing my skin in a way that felt possessive, not clinical.

He dropped the cloth on the nightstand and slid into bed beside me. He lay on his back, one arm behind his head, staring at the ceiling. I turned onto my side to face him. A few inches of space stretched between us like a gulf.

“Talk to me,” he said after a moment, voice low in the dark.

“About what?”

“The noise in your head.”

I let out a shaky breath. “It’s not noise anymore. It’s a single, screaming note.”

“Which is?”

“That I just cheated on my fiancé. Again. Deliberately. In the open air. And I have no regrets in this moment. Only a terrifying sense of rightness.” The words hung there, ugly and true.

He turned his head on the pillow. “The rightness is what scares you the most.”

“Yes.”

“It scares me, too.”

We lay in silence, listening to the night through the open window. An owl called. Water lapped at the shore.

“What happens tomorrow?” I asked.

“Tomorrow,” he said slowly, “we have one more day. Leo doesn’t land until late afternoon the day after. We have the hours in between.”

“And we do what with them?”

“Whatever you want.” He rolled onto his side to face me. His fingertips traced the line of my jaw. “We could pretend none of this happened. We could avoid each other. We could pack your car and you could leave before sunrise.”

“Or?”

“Or,” he said, fingers drifting down to my collarbone, “we could take the day. Own it. No pretending. No hiding in the dark. One clear day, in the light, to be together. To see what this is without the storm, without the wine, without the excuse of confusion.”

“A day to see if it’s real,” I murmured.

“A day to know,” he corrected. “So that when he walks through that door, you know. One way or the other. No what-ifs.”

It was a dangerous offer. A day of clarity would strip away every last denial. It would force me to look at what we were doing under a lake-country sun. Any choice after that would be final.

I covered his hand with mine, holding it against my chest over my heart. “Okay,” I said. “One day.”

He leaned in and kissed me, a soft, lingering press of lips that promised more than it took. “Sleep, Amara.”

I expected the guilt to drop the moment the lights went out. Instead, wrapped in his scent on the sheets, the solid heat of him a hand’s breadth away, I fell into a deep, dreamless sleep.

I woke to sunlight and the smell of coffee. The other side of the bed was empty, but the pillow still held the shape of his head. I lay there a long moment, staring at the ceiling. The single screaming note had dulled to a low, steady hum. The world hadn’t ended. I was in Grayson’s bed and my fiancé was still hundreds of miles away.

A dark robe hung on the back of the bathroom door. It smelled like him. I put it on and padded out to the kitchen.

He stood at the stove, shirtless, grey sweatpants hanging low on his hips. The muscles in his back shifted as he moved the pan. The sight sent a fresh, sharp pull of want through me. He heard me and turned.

“Morning,” he said, eyes sweeping over me in his robe. A faint, possessive smile touched his mouth. “Coffee’s on.”

“You’re cooking?”

“Pancakes. A reckless, decadent breakfast for a reckless, decadent day.”

I poured coffee and leaned against the counter, watching him. This was the day in the light. It started with pancakes. The domesticity of it disarmed me more than any seduction.

We ate on the porch, morning sun warm on our skin. We talked about nothing that mattered—the bird at the feeder, a book he’d read, a story from my old event-planning days. It was easy. Shockingly easy. The charged tension still ran under every glance, every casual brush of hands when he passed the syrup, but it sat beside a simple, comfortable silence.

After breakfast he looked at me. “What do you want to do today?”

I thought of all the things we shouldn’t do. We shouldn’t go into town. We shouldn’t be seen together. We shouldn’t act like a couple.

“I want to go out on the water,” I said. “On the lake.”

He nodded. “The canoe it is.”

We changed—me into shorts and a tank top, him into similar—and carried the old aluminum canoe from the boathouse to the shore. The water lay glassy, reflecting the perfect blue sky. He held it steady while I climbed in, awkward, then pushed off and jumped in with a practiced grace that rocked the boat.

He took the stern, paddling with strong, quiet strokes. I sat in the bow, trailing my fingers in the cool water. We glided past docks and silent cabins into a secluded cove where the overhanging willows created a private, green-lit world.

He shipped his paddle and let us drift. The silence was deep, broken only by the dip of a water bug and the distant cry of a loon.

“It’s so peaceful here,” I said softly, almost afraid to break the spell.

“It is,” he agreed. His voice was closer than I expected. I turned to find he’d moved to the center of the canoe, making it tilt. “It’s also very private.”

My breath caught. “Grayson…”

“You said one day in the light,” he said, gaze holding mine. “To see what this is.” He reached out, hand cupping my cheek. “It’s this.”

He leaned forward, bracing his hands on the gunwales on either side of me, and kissed me. Salt and sun clung to his mouth. The canoe rocked beneath us, a slow, liquid sway that pressed our bodies together and pulled them apart again. When he drew back, his eyes had gone dark, pupils swallowing the blue.

“The water’s cold,” I whispered. The thought surfaced sharp and sudden, already pulling me under.

“I know,” he said. No hesitation.

We rose together. The canoe pitched hard. He kicked off his shoes, dragged his shirt over his head. I stripped to tank top and panties, the fabric already damp at the edges. One suspended second, the air thick between us, and then we jumped.

Cold punched the breath from my lungs. We broke the surface gasping, laughing, water streaming from our faces. He reached me in two strokes, arms locking around my ribs, legs tangling with mine in the dark below. The cold tightened my nipples against the soaked cotton, sharp enough to ache. I pressed into the heat of his chest. His mouth found mine again, hot where everything else had gone numb. I hooked my arms around his neck and we kicked toward the shaded bank, water dragging at our limbs.

The bottom rose to meet us—soft sand underfoot. The water reached his chest, my shoulders. He pushed wet hair from my face, palms cradling my skull, thumbs brushing my temples.

“Tell me what you want,” he said, voice scraped raw. “Here. Now.”

“You.” The word left me without thought. “I want you.”

He caught the sides of my panties and peeled them down. They floated away, a pale scrap on the surface. He shoved his boxer briefs off the same way. Then his hands were under my thighs, lifting. My legs wrapped his waist, ankles locking at the small of his back. The water made me weightless. He held me like I weighed nothing, the blunt heat of him pressing thick against my cunt.

He pushed in.

The first stretch burned through the cold, the thick head parting me while lake water lapped at our skin. He sank deeper, inch by slow inch, the heat of him shocking against the chill. I moaned, the sound carrying across the still cove. My back met the muddy bank. Willow roots brushed my spine. Sunlight filtered through the leaves, dappling his face, the line of his throat, the place where our bodies joined just beneath the surface. I could see every shift of muscle, the way his jaw locked, the tendons standing out in his neck as he held me and drove deeper.

He moved in long, deliberate thrusts, the water resisting every stroke, turning each one heavier. My cunt gripped him on the drag out, slick and tight. The cold tightened everything, made the heat inside me feel obscene. He changed the angle and the head of his cock dragged across that spot that whited out the edges of my sight. I cried out. He set a harder rhythm, hips snapping, water sloshing between us in wet slaps.

“Watch me,” he said, low.

I did. My own hunger stared back at me from his eyes.

“This is real,” he said. “This is us. No storm. No wine. Just this.”

The words hit low in my belly. My orgasm didn’t crest fast. It swelled, thick and unstoppable, rolling outward from where he was buried inside me. Every thrust wound it tighter. My nails bit into the hard muscle of his shoulders. I felt every ridge of him, the way he thickened as I clenched.

“I’m coming,” I gasped.

He drove in once more and stayed there, buried to the root, grinding deep. The climax ripped through me in long, pulsing waves that locked around his cock and pulled. I shuddered, open-mouthed, the pleasure so sharp it bordered on pain. He groaned, the sound torn from his chest, and pulsed hot inside me. His forehead dropped to mine. Our breath came ragged, mingling in the narrow space between us.

We stayed locked together, floating. The loon called again, a long, mournful cry. Water lapped at our cooling skin. The chill crept into our spent muscles, but neither of us moved.

He softened inside me. I unwound my legs and let him slip free. We waded to the bank where our clothes lay in a damp tangle. We dressed in silence, fabric clinging to wet skin, movements slow and heavy.

The paddle back was quiet. Not the loaded silence from before. This one settled warm across my shoulders.

Afternoon bled into evening in thick golden light. We cooked together in the kitchen, bodies brushing at the counter, at the stove, the contact easy now, familiar. We didn’t speak of tomorrow. We didn’t speak of Leo or the wedding. We stayed inside the single day we had claimed.

Dusk found us on the dock, feet in the water, a blanket draped across both our shoulders. The first stars pricked through the deepening blue.

“Tomorrow,” I said. The word sank between us.

He kept his eyes on the darkening lake. “Tomorrow.”

“He’ll text when he lands. Probably around four.”

“I know.”

“What do we do when he gets here?” The question I had carried all day finally left my mouth.

His silence stretched until I was sure he wouldn’t answer. Then: “We greet him. We have dinner. We act normal.”

“And after dinner?”

He turned to me. The twilight had drained the color from his eyes, leaving them grave and steady. “That part is still yours, Amara. You have until the end of that dinner to decide.”

The day we had built developed a hairline fracture. The real world pressed closer—a plane on a runway, tires on gravel, a door opening.

I leaned my head against his shoulder. His arm came around me, pulling the blanket tighter. We sat until the moon rose, a pale sliver above the pines.

Later, in his bed, we didn’t fuck. We held each other. His hand moved over my back in long, steady strokes. I traced the lines of his chest, the warm skin, the beat of his heart under my palm. The structure I had built my life inside had collapsed. Only the variable remained. It terrified me.

It also made me feel more alive than I had ever been.

I must have slept, because I woke to darkness and the buzz of his phone on the nightstand. He reached for it. The screen lit his face in cold blue, turning it into something hard and angular. He read the message. His expression went blank.

He set the phone down and turned to me. In the dark I could barely see his eyes.

“His flight was moved up,” Grayson said. No inflection left in his voice. “He lands at noon. He’ll be here by two.”

The clock that had been ticking softly all day began to ring, loud and relentless. Our one day was already gone. It was tomorrow.


Chapter 4 — The Variable

The silence after Grayson’s words settled like a weight on my chest. I lay beside him, the warmth of his body no longer a comfort. Noon. He would be here at two. I counted the hours in my head. Twelve. Fourteen at most. A number I could close my fist around.

“So,” I said, the words flat, a stranger’s voice in the dark. “We have the morning.”

Grayson didn’t answer. He rolled onto his back and stared at the ceiling. The faint moonlight through the blinds cut a hard line across his jaw.

I turned toward him, propped on one elbow. “Look at me.”

He did. His eyes were dark and unreadable.

“I’m not pretending,” I said. “Not anymore. You gave me a day. I’m using it.”

He reached up and brushed a strand of hair from my cheek, his thumb lingering on my skin. “Using it for what, Amara?”

“I don’t know,” I admitted. The truth sat sharp behind my ribs. “But I know I’m not spending it asleep.”

He moved fast then, rolling over me, his weight braced on his forearms, caging me in. His face hovered inches above mine. “Then tell me what you want. Right now.”

The demand was raw. No seduction. Just an order. I gave him the only answer I had.

“You,” I said. The word left me like a confession. “I want you.”

“Yes.” It wasn’t a question. It was surrender to the thing we’d already set loose.

His mouth came down on mine, not the slow heat of the night before, but a claiming, desperate hunger. The kiss tasted of endings, of time already running out. I opened for him, hands sliding into his hair, holding him there as if he could keep the rest of the world from pulling me back.

He broke the kiss, breath hot against my lips. “Say it again.”

“I want you,” I gasped, arching up into him.

He shifted, his hand sliding down my side, over the curve of my hip, pushing the thin t-shirt higher. His palm was rough and warm against my stomach. “Where?”

My mind went white. The directness hit like a live wire. “Everywhere.”

He made a low sound, half frustration, half want. “Be specific. Consent is a conversation, Amara. Have it with me.”

His words, clinical and filthy at once, broke whatever hesitation I had left. “Touch me,” I whispered, guiding his hand lower, over the waistband of my panties. “Here.”

His fingers slipped beneath the lace, finding my pussy already wet and hot. He stroked me once, slow and deliberate through my folds, and my hips jerked off the mattress. “Like this?”

“Yes.” The word came out a moan.

“What else?” His fingers circled my clit, pressure perfect and maddening.

“Your mouth,” I blurted. The fantasy I’d barely let myself form was suddenly spoken into the dark. “I want your mouth there.”

He stilled for half a second. Then he moved, sliding down my body with predatory grace. He hooked his fingers in the sides of my panties and dragged them down my legs, tossing them aside. He settled between my thighs and spread me open with both hands.

He didn’t kiss me there. Not yet. He looked, gaze heavy in the moonlit dark. “You’re so beautiful,” he said, voice rough. “And you’re mine until two o’clock.”

The possessiveness and the deadline should have cooled me. Instead, heat flooded between my legs. “Yes,” I breathed.

Then his mouth was on me.

The first slow drag of his tongue made my back bow. Hotter, softer, more precise than anything I’d imagined. He didn’t tease. He licked into me with focused hunger, circling my clit, then sucking it gently between his lips. A broken sound tore from my throat.

“Grayson…”

He hummed against me, the vibration shooting straight through my core. His hands held my thighs wide, grip firm, unyielding. I was spread open, pinned, consumed. The pleasure coiled tighter with every lap, every skilled flick. He pushed one finger inside me, then two, curling them deep, stroking the spot that sent bright fractures through my vision.

“I’m… I’m going to…” I choked, body lifting off the bed.

He pinned me down with a hand on my stomach, mouth never leaving me. “Come,” he ordered, voice muffled against my cunt. “Come for me, Amara.”

The command broke me open. The orgasm slammed through me, a hard, pulsing rush that wiped everything else out. I shuddered and cried out, hips bucking against his mouth while he worked me through every wave, licking and sucking until I lay limp and shaking.

He crawled back up my body, lips slick. He kissed me and I tasted myself on his tongue, salty and intimate. I reached between us, shoved his boxers down, freed his cock. Thick and hard in my hand, skin hot and velvety. I stroked him once, twice, feeling him throb against my palm.

“I want you inside me,” I said, clear now. “Now.”

He reached for the nightstand, pulled out a condom. I took it from him, tore the foil with my teeth, and rolled it down his length, hands steady. When I finished I looked up. “I’m on the pill. But…”

“But we use it anyway,” he finished, eyes locked on mine. “No more variables than necessary.”

He positioned himself at my entrance, the broad crown of him pressing snug against me. He paused, forehead dropping to mine. “Last chance,” he whispered, voice ragged. “To be good.”

I wrapped my legs around his hips and pulled him closer. “I don’t want to be good.”

He pushed into me in one slow, inexorable stroke, filling me completely. We both gasped. The stretch was perfect, just to the edge of too much. He stayed buried to the hilt, letting me adjust to the fullness.

Then he began to move.

This was nothing like the frantic first time. This was deliberate, deep, each thrust a measured invasion. He set a relentless rhythm, hips driving hard and steady. My nails dug into the muscles of his back. Every stroke hit the spot inside me that made my vision blur. The wet sound of skin meeting skin filled the quiet room.

“Eyes on me,” he growled.

I forced my eyes open. His face was tight with concentration, jaw clenched. In his eyes I saw my own reflection—lips parted, hair spread across his pillow.

“This is what you chose,” he said, each word punctuated by a thrust. “This. Me.”

“Yes,” I sobbed. Another orgasm was already building, sharper, deeper.

“Tell me.”

“I chose this!” I cried out, the words ripped from somewhere raw. “I chose you!”

Something in his expression fractured. He crushed his mouth to mine, rhythm faltering into something harder, faster, more desperate. I clung to him, legs locked, meeting every thrust. The pressure peaked and I came again, a silent, shaking release that detonated through me. He followed with a guttural groan, body shuddering as he emptied into the condom.

He collapsed onto me, weight solid and grounding. We lay tangled and sweaty, breathing ragged, for a long time. The only sound was our breathing slowly settling.

Eventually he rolled off, dealt with the condom, then gathered me back against his chest. My ear pressed to the steady beat of his heart. The clock on the nightstand read 4:17 AM.

Seven hours and forty-three minutes until his son landed.



Dawn came too soon, a pale, guilty light creeping around the blinds. We didn’t speak. We moved around each other in the bathroom, sharing the sink, eyes avoiding the mirror. The ordinary domesticity felt like fresh punishment.

I pulled on the same sundress from yesterday. When I walked into the kitchen, he was at the stove, scrambling eggs. The man who had fucked me raw hours earlier, who had buried his tongue in my cunt and made me scream his name, now stood there making breakfast like any other morning.

He set a plate in front of me at the island. “Eat.”

“I’m not hungry.”

“You need your strength,” he said, tone leaving no room for argument. He sat on the stool beside me, not across. Our knees touched.

I picked up a fork and pushed the eggs around the plate. “What’s the plan?”

“The plan,” he said slowly, “is that we have this morning. Then you go upstairs to your room. You unpack. You become the woman who arrived here a week ago, excited to marry my son.”

I set the fork down. “Just like that.”

“Just like that.” His voice stayed calm, but tension pulled tight across his shoulders. “The lake house has a guest arriving today. My sister, Valerie. She’s coming early to help with… things.”

The news landed cold. “Today? What time?”

“Late afternoon. Before he gets here.”

A witness. Someone who would see us, feel the charge between us, notice how the space we kept was either too close or too far. The bubble we’d built was already punctured.

“So this is it,” I said, looking out at the calm, indifferent lake. “Our last… session.”

He didn’t flinch at the word. “If that’s what you want to call it.”

“What do you call it?” I turned to face him.

He looked at me, gaze moving over my face like he was memorizing it. “A mistake I’d make a thousand times over.”

The honesty knocked something loose in my chest. I reached for his hand and laced our fingers. “Then let’s not waste it arguing.”

We didn’t go back to the bedroom. The bed felt too much like an ending. Instead he led me out to the screened porch overlooking the water. The morning air was cool and damp, thick with pine and lake smell. He sat in one of the deep wicker chairs and pulled me onto his lap, my back against his chest. His arms wrapped around me, holding me close.

We sat in silence for a long time, watching mist rise off the lake. The peace was so complete it felt like another kind of heartbreak.

“I keep thinking about the dock,” I said quietly. “That first morning. You asked me if any of it made sense. Marrying him.”

“And you told me it was practical,” he murmured into my hair. “I remember thinking it was the saddest word I’d heard in years.”

“I believed it when I said it.”

“For about an hour.” His arms tightened around me. “Then you were crying on that same dock, telling me you didn’t know a goddamn thing.”

“I still don’t. Not about the practical parts.” I turned my head against his chest, breathing in the clean scent of his skin. “But I know this isn’t the mistake it should be.”

“Now you’ve made a choice that, by every conventional measure, is wrong.” He finished the thought for me, his arms tightening around me. “Does it feel wrong?”

I considered it. The guilt sat cold and heavy in my gut, a weight that wouldn’t shift. The fear fluttered sharp beneath my ribs, wings beating fast. Beneath both, something else held steady—a rightness so clear it scared me. I’d never felt anything like it with Leo. “No,” I whispered. “It feels like the only true thing I’ve done in years.”

He pressed a kiss to the top of my head. “Then that’s your answer.”

“It’s not an answer anyone else will accept.”

“I know.”

The simplicity of his acceptance pulled tight in my throat. We stayed like that until the sun burned the mist away and the lake turned hard blue under the light. Time kept moving.

His hands, resting on my stomach, began to move. They slid upward, cupping my breasts through the thin cotton of my dress. My nipples tightened against his palms. He squeezed, thumbs circling until the peaks stood hard.

“Grayson…” I breathed, my head falling back against his shoulder.

“Shhh,” he whispered, mouth finding the skin below my ear. “Just feel.”

He worked my breasts, slow and deliberate, until I shifted in his lap, restless. The hard line of his cock pressed against my lower back through his jeans. He turned me, lifting and settling me so I straddled him, knees sinking into the wicker chair on either side of his hips. The chair creaked under our weight.

My dress rode up around my waist. Nothing underneath. He looked down between us, gaze heavy. “You’re wet for me already.”

It wasn’t a question. I rocked my hips, grinding against the rough denim, against the thick ridge of him. “Yes.”

He unbuttoned his jeans and freed his cock. No condom. We were past that now. He gripped the base, guiding the head to my entrance. “Do you want this?” he asked, voice rough.

“Yes,” I said, and sank down onto him in one slow motion.

The stretch of him, skin to skin, nothing between us, punched the air from my lungs. Raw. Hot. He filled me completely, the thick head pushing deep, the shaft stretching me open inch by inch. I braced my hands on his shoulders, eyes locked on his, and began to move.

This was different from the night before. Slower. Deeper. I set the rhythm, rising until only the head remained inside me, then sinking again, taking every inch. His hands rested on my hips, thumbs pressing into the bone, holding without directing. The chair creaked with each roll of my hips.

“Look at you,” he murmured. “Taking what you need.”

I leaned in and kissed him, open-mouthed, tongues sliding together as I rode him. Pleasure built low and steady, a thick, swelling heat. I felt every ridge of him, the way he dragged against my inner walls, the wet sound of my cunt taking him again and again. Morning sun warmed my back. A loon’s call drifted across the water. The world kept turning while we stole this.

My climax gathered, a tightening low in my belly. “I’m close,” I gasped against his mouth.

“Come for me,” he said, hands sliding down to grip my ass, lifting and dropping me faster. “Let me feel it.”

The words tipped me over. I cried out, cunt clenching around him in hard pulses. He groaned, control breaking, and thrust up into me, deep and rough, spilling hot inside me. I felt every pulse of his cock, the wet heat of his come filling me, and another sharp ripple of pleasure answered it.

We held each other through the aftershocks, foreheads pressed together, breath shared.

The sound of a car engine on the gravel drive cut through the quiet like a gunshot.

We froze.

It was too early. It couldn’t be Leo. It couldn’t be Valerie.

Grayson’s body went rigid beneath me. He lifted me off him carefully, set me on my feet. He stood, tucking himself back into his jeans and zipping up. I smoothed my dress down, hands shaking.

We stood on the porch, listening. The engine cut. A car door opened, then closed.

Footsteps on the gravel. Coming toward the house.

Grayson’s hand found mine, squeezed once, hard. Then let go.

“Go upstairs,” he said, voice low and urgent. “Now. Go to your room. Don’t come down until you hear me call you.”

I stared at him, heart hammering. The evidence of what we’d done cooled on my inner thighs.

“Amara,” he said, sharper. “Go.”

I went. I turned and fled through the living room, bare feet silent on the hardwood. I took the stairs two at a time, didn’t look back. I slipped into the guest room—my room—and closed the door softly behind me. I leaned against it, listening.

Downstairs, the front door opened.

I held my breath, pressed to the wood, my whole body straining to hear.

“Grayson? You home?” A woman’s voice, cheerful and unfamiliar, floated up the stairs.

“Valerie.” His voice was smooth, practiced calm. “You’re early.”

“Traffic was a dream. Thought I’d surprise you. Get a head start on the pre-wedding chaos.”

I heard the rustle of bags, the door closing. My room—the guest room—felt suddenly like a prison. The scent of him, of us, still clung to my skin. I could feel the sticky proof of what we’d done drying on my thighs. I needed a shower. I couldn’t move.

“I was just making coffee,” Grayson said, his voice moving toward the kitchen. “You want some?”

“Love some. Place looks great. Where’s the bride-to-be? I saw her car.”

My heart stopped.

A beat of silence. “Still asleep, I imagine,” he said, too casually. “Jet lag, maybe. She’s been keeping her own hours.”

“Ah. Well, don’t wake her on my account. I’ll be quiet as a mouse.”

I heard their footsteps move into the kitchen, voices becoming indistinct. I let out the breath I’d been holding, legs weak. I pushed away from the door and stumbled into the attached bathroom. I turned on the shower as hot as I could stand it and stepped under the spray, scrubbing at my skin like I could erase the morning, the night, the entire week.

The water couldn’t wash away the memory of his hands on me, his cock inside me, the raw truth of my own voice saying I chose you. It was etched into me now, a brand.

By the time I emerged, wrapped in a towel, I could hear the low hum of normal conversation downstairs. Valerie’s laugh, bright and easy. Grayson’s deeper, measured responses. A world I was supposed to belong to, but now felt like an imposter preparing to enter.

I dressed carefully. A pair of jeans, a simple navy t-shirt. I brushed my hair, pulled it back. I looked at myself in the mirror. The woman staring back had shadows under her eyes, but her mouth looked softer. Her skin glowed. She looked… sated. It was horrifying.

I waited another twenty minutes, trying to manufacture the appropriate level of sleepiness, before I opened my door and walked downstairs.

They were in the kitchen. Grayson leaned against the counter, a mug in his hand. Valerie was a handsome woman in her late fifties, with the same sharp cheekbones as Grayson, her blonde hair cut in a stylish bob. She looked up as I entered, her smile warm and immediate.

“You must be Amara!” she said, coming forward and pulling me into a hug before I could react. She smelled like expensive perfume and coffee. “I’m Valerie, Leo’s aunt. The chaotic early-bird, apparently. I’m so sorry if I woke you!”

“No, not at all,” I said, my voice a little too high. “I was just… getting a slow start.”

She held me at arm’s length, eyes appraising. “Look at you. Just gorgeous. Leo’s a lucky man.” Her gaze was kind, but it felt like an X-ray. Could she see it? The guilt? The other man’s sweat still on my skin?

“Thank you,” I managed. “It’s so nice to meet you.”

“Coffee?” Grayson asked, eyes meeting mine over Valerie’s shoulder. They were a careful, neutral gray. The eyes of the man who had made me come on his mouth less than two hours ago were gone, locked away.

“Please.”

He turned to pour a cup, movements efficient. Valerie kept talking, about her drive, about the wedding plans, about how excited everyone was. I nodded and smiled, a perfect puppet. Grayson handed me the coffee. Our fingers brushed. A spark, violent and intimate, shot up my arm. I flinched, nearly dropping the mug.

“Sorry,” I mumbled.

“Clumsy this morning?” Valerie teased, sipping her own coffee.

“Something like that,” I said, unable to look at Grayson.

The day unfolded in a surreal pantomime of normalcy. Valerie was a force of nature, unpacking, rearranging, filling the quiet lake house with noise and movement. My alibi of solitude was gone. Grayson and I orbited each other with a painful, practiced distance. We were never alone. A dozen times, our paths crossed in a hallway, and the air crackled with everything unsaid, everything undone. A dozen times, we looked away.

After lunch, Valerie declared she was going into town for groceries and “a few surprises.” She winked at me. “Gotta spoil the bride!”

The moment her car disappeared down the drive, the silence in the house became a physical thing, thick and heavy.

Grayson was in the living room, staring out at the lake. I stood in the doorway.

“We have about an hour,” I said.

He didn’t turn. “I know.”

“She’ll be back. And then… he’ll be here.”

“I know that, too.”

I walked into the room, stopping a few feet behind him. “Turn around, Grayson.”

Slowly, he turned. The mask was gone. In its place was a raw, weary hunger that mirrored my own. “Every second she was here,” he said, voice low, “I wanted to touch you. I wanted to push her out the door and take you right on that kitchen floor.”

The vulgarity, the possessiveness, sent a thrill through me that was pure sin. “So why didn’t you?”

“Because the game changed the moment that car pulled up.” He closed the distance between us in two strides. He didn’t touch me. His hands stayed at his sides, clenched into fists. “It’s not just us in a bubble anymore, Amara. It’s the real world. With consequences.”

“I don’t care about the consequences right now,” I whispered, leaning into him, my chest almost touching his. “I care about this hour.”

He exhaled, a ragged sound. “What do you want?”

It was the same question from the dark of last night. My answer was the same, but the context had shifted. This wasn’t about exploration anymore. This was about memorization. This was about taking one last, indelible imprint.

“I want you to fuck me,” I said, the words clear and deliberate. “I want you to make me forget my own name. I want to feel you in me so deep that when he gets here, I’ll still feel you.”

A muscle ticked in his jaw. “That’s what you want?”

“Yes.”

“Say it.”

“Fuck me, Grayson. Please.”

He moved fast. One hand fisted in my hair and yanked my head back, baring my throat. His other arm locked around my waist and dragged me hard against him. His mouth slammed into mine, teeth scraping, tongue driving deep. This kiss tasted like anger. Like the end of something. Like neither of us could stop it even if we wanted to.

He walked me backward, never breaking the kiss, until my knees hit the edge of the wide sofa. He shoved me down onto the cushions and followed, his body covering mine. His hands worked fast, yanking my t-shirt over my head, shoving my jeans and underwear down my legs in one rough pull. He stripped his own shirt off, belt already open, the metal buckle clinking as he shoved his pants lower.

No slow build. No teasing. He pinned me with his weight, hips grinding me into the soft cushions. His mouth found my breasts, sucking hard, teeth scraping my nipples until I cried out. One hand shoved between my thighs and two fingers thrust straight into my pussy, no warning, just the wet sound of how ready I already was.

“You’re ready,” he growled against my skin. “Always so fucking ready for me.”

“Only for you,” I gasped, hips jerking up into his hand.

He lined up, the thick head of his cock pressing against my entrance. He paused, eyes locked on mine, burning. “Last time,” he said. The words came out like a promise and a threat at the same time.

“Last time,” I echoed, and hooked my legs around his hips, heels digging into the backs of his thighs.

He drove into me in one brutal thrust. The air punched out of my lungs. He didn’t wait. He fucked me hard and deep, hips snapping with a rhythm that felt like punishment, like he was trying to leave something inside me I couldn’t scrub out later. Every thrust shoved me deeper into the sofa. Flesh met flesh in a hard, relentless rhythm that filled the room.

“Look at me,” he ordered.

I opened my eyes. His face was tight with pleasure and something darker, something that looked too much like pain. “This is what you’re giving up,” he said, voice low and rough. “This. The way I fill you. The way you take every inch like you were made for it. Me.”

“I know,” I sobbed. My nails raked down the hard muscle of his back, leaving red lines.

“You’ll marry him,” he said, never slowing, “and you’ll remember how my cock feels stretching you open. You’ll be in his bed with your legs spread and you’ll still hear the sound I make when I come inside you.”

“Grayson, don’t—”

“Don’t what?” He slammed in harder, angling to hit that spot that made white flash behind my eyes. “Don’t tell you the truth? You picked this. You get every ugly fucking piece of it.”

It was cruel. It was exactly what I needed. The words and the relentless drag of his cock pushed me closer to the edge than I’d ever gone before. My orgasm coiled tight and vicious in my belly.

“I’m gonna come,” I warned, voice cracking.

“Come,” he snarled. “Come all over my cock. Let me feel you fall apart on me one last time.”

The command snapped something inside me. Pleasure detonated, sharp and overwhelming. I came with a raw, broken cry, my pussy clenching around him in hard, rhythmic pulses. My whole body shook with it, thighs trembling where they gripped his hips.

He followed with a harsh groan, burying himself to the root and holding there. I felt every thick pulse of his cock as he came, hot and deep, filling me. The knowledge that he was marking me from the inside sent another smaller shock through my already spent body.

He collapsed on top of me, breath hot and ragged against my neck. We stayed like that, sweat-slick and tangled, the only sound our breathing and the steady tick of the grandfather clock in the hallway. Each tick counted down the minutes we didn’t have left.

Eventually he rolled off me onto his back. I turned onto my side to face him. We didn’t speak. We just looked at each other, memorizing the lines of each other’s faces, the way the light hit skin we wouldn’t touch again.

The sound of a car door slamming outside made us both go still.

Valerie. Back too soon.

We moved fast and quiet. I grabbed my clothes, yanking them on with shaking hands. Grayson did the same, movements quick and precise. By the time the front door opened we were both dressed, standing a careful distance apart in the living room like we’d only been talking.

“Helloooo!” Valerie called, arms full of grocery bags. “I got wine! And stuff for charcuterie! And—oh.” She stopped, looking between us. A small line appeared between her brows. “Everything okay in here?”

“Fine,” Grayson said, voice perfectly level. “Just going over logistics for tomorrow.”

“Right,” Valerie said. Her eyes lingered on me a second too long. I knew my face was flushed, my mouth swollen. I could still feel him leaking out of me, warm and slick between my thighs. “Well, come help me unpack this feast! We’re celebrating tonight. Pre-wedding, pre-arrival dinner.”

We followed her into the kitchen, two people stepping back onto a stage. The next hours crawled. Valerie opened a bottle of crisp white wine and we sat on the porch while she talked, building a beautiful board of cheeses and meats and fruit. I drank too fast. Grayson nursed one glass, eyes distant, fixed on the lake beyond the railing.

Every laugh that came out of Valerie’s mouth felt like a betrayal. Every question about the wedding landed like a blade between my ribs. I tracked every shift of Grayson’s shoulders, the way his fingers wrapped around the stem of his glass, the low timbre of his voice when he answered her. My skin felt raw, every nerve exposed.

The light slid into late afternoon gold. The clock in my head wasn’t ticking anymore. It was screaming.

At ten minutes to two, Grayson’s phone buzzed on the table. He glanced at the screen. His expression didn’t change, but the skin around his eyes tightened by a fraction.

“His plane landed,” he said, flat. “He’s getting the rental car.”

Valerie clapped her hands. “Oh, how exciting! He’ll be here any minute!” She turned to me, eyes bright. “Nervous, sweetie?”

“Yes,” I said. The truest word I’d spoken all afternoon.

I went upstairs on the excuse of freshening up. In the bathroom I splashed cold water on my face and stared at the woman in the mirror. You can still stop this, she seemed to say. Walk downstairs, greet your fiancé, and never look back.

A lie. I’d already looked back. I’d already chosen. The choice just hadn’t made it into the real world yet.

I heard the car first—the crunch of gravel, the low purr of an engine. My heart slammed into my throat. I crossed to the window of my room and peered out from behind the curtain.

A sleek black SUV pulled up beside my sedan. The driver’s door opened.

Leo.

He looked the same as always—handsome, clean-cut, khakis and a polo. He stretched, smiling up at the house. He was here. My future was here.

I watched Grayson walk out to meet him. Father and son hugged, quick and back-slapping. Leo said something and laughed. Grayson smiled—a real, warm smile that made my chest ache. He pointed toward the house. Leo’s gaze followed and landed on my window.

I dropped the curtain like it had burned me.

I took a slow breath and walked out of the room, down the stairs. My hand slid along the cool, smooth banister. Each step felt like walking toward an edge I couldn’t see.

I reached the bottom. Sunlight poured through the open front door. Leo stood in the doorway, silhouetted for a moment before he stepped inside.

His face lit up when he saw me. “Amara!”

He crossed the room in three long strides and swept me into a hug, lifting me off my feet. He smelled like recycled airplane air and his usual cologne. His arms felt like a stranger’s.

“God, I missed you,” he said into my hair, setting me down. He held me at arm’s length, eyes scanning my face. “You look incredible. Lake life agrees with you.”

“I missed you too,” I said. The words tasted like ash.

He kissed me then, warm and familiar, lips pressing gentle against mine. It was sweet. It was careful. It was everything a fiancé’s kiss should be, and it felt like a violation. My body knew the difference even if I wouldn’t say it out loud—knew that days ago another mouth had claimed mine like a verdict, that this careful gentleness was a language I’d stopped speaking somewhere on a dock, in a storm, in a bed that wasn’t Leo’s. My body went stiff before I could stop it.

He pulled back, a flicker of confusion in his eyes. “You okay?”

“Just overwhelmed,” I said, forcing a smile. “It’s good to see you.”

Valerie bustled over and pulled him into a hug. “Look at you! Let me get a good look at the groom!”

Grayson stood a few feet away, leaning against the kitchen doorframe, arms crossed. His expression was unreadable, a polite mask of paternal pride. Our eyes met over Leo’s shoulder.

In that split second a lifetime passed. I saw the porch at night, the storm, the taste of wine and desperation. I felt his hands on my skin, his mouth between my legs, the deep, claiming thrust of his cock inside me. I heard my own voice whispering I chose you in the dark.

Then Grayson blinked and the mask settled back into place. He smiled at his son. “How was the flight?”

The conversation swirled around me. Leo talked about the deal, the flight, his excitement about the wedding. Valerie poured him wine. I stood there nodding, smiling, a ghost in my own skin.

Later, after the luggage was brought in, after more wine, after Leo had showered and changed, we sat on the porch with the charcuterie board. The sunset painted the sky in violent streaks of orange and purple.

Leo held my hand. His thumb stroked my knuckles in slow, absent circles. It felt wrong. Every part of me wanted to pull away.

He talked about the rehearsal dinner, the final guest list. I watched Grayson. He listened, nodded, contributed in all the right places. The perfect father of the groom.

Something inside me broke. A quiet, final snap.

I looked down at the ring on my hand, the diamond catching the last of the light, and tried to remember why I had wanted it so badly. I couldn’t. I could only remember candlelight on this same porch, a different night, Grayson’s hand open on the table between us, and the single word I’d said instead of every sensible thing I was supposed to say.

Leo leaned over and kissed my temple. “You’re quiet, sweetheart. Tired?”

“A little,” I said.

“It’s been a long week for her,” Grayson said, voice neutral. His eyes stayed on the lake. “She needed the rest.”

“Well, the fun starts now!” Leo said, squeezing my hand. “Tomorrow it’s all wedding, all the time.”

I looked at Grayson. He finally looked back. In the dying light his eyes were the color of deep water—dark, unreadable, full of things we would never say out loud.

I knew then. The certainty settled cold and hard in my bones.

This wasn’t my life anymore. This porch, this man holding my hand, this wedding—it was a beautiful, intricate set piece. And I was an actress who had forgotten every line.

The rehearsal was tomorrow. The wedding was in six days.

And I knew, with a clarity more terrifying than any doubt, that I would not be walking down that aisle.

The realization didn’t bring peace. It brought a profound, shuddering fear. But beneath the fear, steady as a drumbeat, was that same terrifying rightness.

I had made my choice.

Now I just had to find the courage to say it out loud.

Long after the house had gone quiet, after Leo’s breathing had evened out into sleep in the guest room down the hall from mine, I stood at my dark window and looked down at the dock where all of this had started. The boards were silver in the moonlight, the water black and unreadable, holding its ripples close the way it always had.

A shape moved at the end of the dock. Grayson, alone, legs hanging over the water the way he’d sat that very first morning. He didn’t come inside. He didn’t call up to me, didn’t so much as glance toward the house. Then, after a long moment, he lifted his face to my window, as if he’d known exactly where to look, as if some part of him had been waiting for me to be watching.

We stayed like that—two shadows and a hundred feet of night between us, saying nothing anyone else would ever hear, asking nothing the other could safely answer.

Then I let the curtain fall, and lay down in the dark to wait for morning, and for whatever courage I would need before it came.


Also by Jenna Sahara

Thanks for reading. If you enjoyed this story, here are a few more you might like:

The Naughty Airbnb

Read The Naughty Airbnb on Amazon

Sky Head

Read Sky Head on Amazon

Body Swap: My Sister’s Curves

Read Body Swap: My Sister’s Curves on Amazon
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Sign up at jennasahara.com/newsletter.

I only email when there’s something worth your time, and you can unsubscribe in one click, anytime. 18+.

Join the list →
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