
        
            
                
            
        

    
My Best Friend’s Brother

Jenna Sahara

New releases first — jennasahara.com/newsletter


My Best Friend’s Brother

Chapter 1 — He’s Back

Chapter 2 — Too Close

Chapter 3 — The Secret

Chapter 4 — Closer

Chapter 5 — Found Out

Chapter 6 — Worth It

Chapter 7 — The Only Promise

Chapter 8 — The Beginning

Join the Newsletter


Chapter 1 — He’s Back

The air conditioning in my ancient little sedan had given up the ghost sometime last November, a fact I’d conveniently forgotten until I was ten minutes into the drive to the Calloway house, with June heat turning my car into a rolling sauna. My sundress stuck to the small of my back. I’d chosen it carefully—white with little blue flowers, demure but cute. Not that I was trying to look cute for anyone. And certainly not for Jake Calloway.

My best friend Chloe had been texting me updates for the last hour, her excitement palpable through the screen. He’s here! Mom’s crying, it’s a whole thing. Get your ass over here.

Jake was back. After two years building out some high-profile tech venture in Dubai, he was home for the summer. Chloe had been planning his welcome barbecue for weeks. I’d been dreading it for just as long.

Because Jake Calloway wasn’t just Chloe’s older brother. He was the star of every inappropriate fantasy I’d had since I was eighteen and finally noticed that the lanky guy who used to tease me about my braces had turned into a man. A man with shoulders that filled doorways, a laugh that rumbled deep in his chest, and a way of looking at you that felt like being slowly warmed from the inside out.

It was a crush I’d locked in a mental box, wrapped in chains, and buried under the solid bedrock of my friendship with Chloe. She’d kill me. Or worse, she’d be hurt. Jake was family, and I was the sister she’d chosen. Lines didn’t get much clearer than that.

I pulled up behind a familiar, dust-covered black truck parked in the Calloways’ long driveway. My stomach did a slow, unpleasant somersault. That was his truck. I killed the engine and sat for a second, wiping my damp palms on my dress. I could hear music and laughter from the backyard. I just had to go in, say hello, be normal. He probably didn’t even remember my name half the time.

Gathering the grocery bag of potato salad I’d promised to bring, I headed around the side of the house. The backyard was in full party mode. Streamers hung from the oak tree, a dozen people mingled around the grill where Mr. Calloway was flipping burgers, and Chloe was trying to coax their ancient terrier, Buster, away from the chip bowl.

And then I saw him.

He was standing near the back porch, a bottle of beer dangling from his fingers, listening to something one of his dad’s friends was saying. Two years hadn’t changed him; they’d distilled him. His hair was still that same sun-streaked brown, but shorter, tidier. He wore a simple gray t-shirt stretched across a chest that seemed broader, and faded jeans that hugged his thighs. He’d always been fit, but now there was a harder edge to him, a tangible sense of strength earned by actual labor, not just gym time. A faint tan line peeked from the collar of his shirt.

He turned his head slightly, and his gaze swept across the yard. It landed on me.

Everything inside me went very still.

He didn’t smile. Not right away. His eyes just held mine from across the distance, a direct, assessing look that made the humid air feel thin. Then, slowly, the corner of his mouth lifted. He said something to the man beside him and started walking toward me.

My heart decided now was a good time to try out for a drum solo. I forced my feet to move, meeting him halfway on the patch of grass near the hydrangea bush.

“Sophie Bennett,” he said, his voice deeper than I remembered, roughened around the edges. It skated right over my skin.

“Hey, Jake. Welcome home.”

He stopped a few feet away, his eyes doing a quick, thorough scan from my sandals to my face. “Look at you.” The words were soft, almost to himself. Then his smile widened, turning into the easy, charming grin I knew. “You grew up.”

A flush crept up my neck. It was a simple observation, but the way he said it, low and deliberate, felt anything but simple. “Well, it has been two years,” I managed, hefting the potato salad like a shield. “You… look the same.”

He chuckled, taking the bag from me. Our fingers brushed, and a jolt of pure, undiluted heat shot up my arm. “Liar. I feel about a hundred years older. Dubai was… intense.” He fell into step beside me as we walked toward the picnic table. “How’ve you been? Chloe says you’re doing the freelance design thing now.”

“Yeah. Branding, websites, that kind of thing. Went out on my own last year.” I was babbling. “It’s good. Quiet.”

“Quiet sounds like heaven,” he said, setting the salad down. He took a swig of his beer, his throat working. I looked away, focusing very hard on the pattern of the red checkered tablecloth.

The afternoon passed in a blur of small talk, burgers, and Chloe’s excited chatter. I stayed in the orbit of other people, using them as a buffer. But I was hyper-aware of Jake wherever he was. The rumble of his laugh. The way he leaned against the fence, his arm muscles flexing. The casual touch he gave his mom’s shoulder that made my own shoulder tingle with phantom sensation.

As the sun began to dip, painting the sky in oranges and pinks, the party thinned. Chloe was deep in a debate about the best brand of charcoal with her dad. I found myself alone at the edge of the deck, watching fireflies blink to life over the lawn.

“Escaping the excitement?”

I didn’t have to turn. I knew his presence now, a shift in the air pressure, a warmth at my back. “Just getting some air,” I said, keeping my eyes forward.

He came to stand beside me, his forearm resting on the deck railing next to mine. Bare inches separated our skin. I could smell him—clean soap, a hint of sun-warmed cotton, and something deeper, inherently male.

“It’s good to see you, Sophie.” His tone had lost its party levity.

“You too,” I said, the words sticking in my throat.

“You’ve been avoiding me all afternoon.”

My head snapped toward him. “I haven’t.”

One dark brow arched. He knew I was lying. “It’s okay. I get it. The big brother’s home, it’s weird.” He took a drink. “I just… I missed this. Normal. You.”

The you hung between us, weighted and dangerous. I stared at my hands gripping the wooden rail. “We didn’t really talk much before you left, Jake.”

“We didn’t,” he agreed. “My fault. I was… distracted. By a lot of things.” He shifted, turning to face me more fully. “But I noticed you. I always noticed you.”

My breath hitched. This was forbidden territory. “Jake…”

“I know,” he said softly, cutting off my protest. “Chloe would have my head. And yours.” He sighed, running a hand through his hair. “Forget I said that. Too much sun and jet lag.”

But he didn’t move away. The space between us crackled with everything unsaid, every stolen glance I’d ever given him, every time I’d hung up the phone with Chloe hoping he’d be the one to walk through the door next.

“Sophie! Jake!” Chloe’s voice called from the house. “We’re doing s’mores! Get in here!”

The spell snapped. Jake pushed off the railing, his expression shifting back to neutral amiability. “Duty calls,” he said, his voice now carefully light. He waited for me to go first.

The rest of the evening was a study in exquisite torture. Every accidental touch—his hand passing me a marshmallow, his shoulder brushing mine as we sat around the fire pit—sent a shockwave through my system. My laughter felt too high, my conversation too brittle. He watched me when he thought I wasn’t looking, his gaze heavy and hot.

When I finally made my excuses, pleading an early client deadline, Chloe hugged me tight. “Love you! Thanks for coming!”

“Love you too,” I said, my voice muffled against her shoulder, guilt a sour taste in my mouth.

Jake walked me to my car. The night was quiet, just the crunch of gravel under our feet and the distant chorus of crickets.

“Thanks for coming,” he said, echoing his sister.

“Wouldn’t have missed it.” I fumbled for my keys.

“Sophie.” His hand came up, not touching me, just hovering near my arm. I froze. “About before…”

“It’s forgotten,” I said quickly, unlocking my door.

“I’m not sure it is,” he murmured. Then, louder, “Drive safe.”

I slid into the driver’s seat, my hands trembling. He closed the door for me, then leaned down, his face framed in the open window. The porch light caught the gold flecks in his brown eyes. “See you soon.”

It wasn’t a question. It felt like a promise, or a threat. I couldn’t tell which.

I managed a weak smile and reversed out of the driveway. In my rearview mirror, I saw him standing there, watching me leave, a tall, shadowed figure in the warm night.

My apartment felt too quiet, too empty. I changed into sleep shorts and a tank top, but my skin still hummed. I poured a glass of water and stood at my kitchen window, looking out at the sleepy town.

My phone buzzed on the counter. A text from Chloe. Thanks again for today! Wasn’t it great having Jake back? He asked for your number, btw. Said he wanted to hear more about your design work. Gave it to him! Hope that’s ok!

My stomach dropped. Then, a new notification popped up. An unknown number.

This is Jake. Don’t worry, I won’t use it for evil. Mostly.

I stared at the words. My thumb hovered over the screen. The smart thing would be to not respond. To let this cool off before it even started.

I typed back. Mostly? That’s not reassuring.

His reply came almost instantly. You’re up late.

So are you.

Jet lag. And a certain someone is stuck in my head.

The directness stole my breath. I leaned against the cool countertop. This was a terrible idea. This was the best idea I’d ever had.

Oh yeah? Who? I sent it before I could stop myself.

Three dots appeared. They danced for what felt like an eternity.

You know who.

Heat pooled low in my belly. I was playing with fire. I was dousing myself in gasoline and running toward the match.

This is a bad idea, Jake.

I know.

Chloe…

I know that too.

Silence stretched. I waited, my heart pounding against my ribs.

But what if, he wrote, just for one night, we pretended she didn’t exist? What if it was just you and me, and no one else in the world?

My mouth went dry. Every cell in my body screamed yes. Every shred of loyalty and common sense screamed no.

What are you suggesting?

Talk to me. Just talk. Like we did tonight before we got interrupted.

It seemed harmless. Just talking. I could do that. I could talk and still keep that box locked up tight.

Okay. Just talking.

Good. Now tell me something real, Sophie Bennett. Something no one else knows.

I bit my lip, thinking. The darkness outside my window felt like a blanket, a secret space just for us.

Half my design clients have no idea what they actually want, and I redo the same logo nine times before they pick the first one.

He sent back a laughing emoji. That’s a start. My turn. I took the Dubai job because I was running away from a girl who broke my heart.

That surprised me. Jake, heartbroken? He always seemed so invincible. Did it work?

No. Because it wasn’t her I was trying to get away from.

The implication hung in the digital space between us, vast and terrifying. He was talking about me. About the crush I thought I’d hidden so well. About the tension that had always been there, humming just below the surface of every family BBQ, every movie night at the Calloways’.

Jake… I don’t know what to say.

Say you feel it too. That’s all I want to hear tonight.

I closed my eyes. The truth was a living thing in my chest, desperate to get out. I typed the words, my fingers clumsy.

I feel it.

I hit send. There was no taking it back.

His reply took a minute. When it came, it was only two words. Thank God.

We texted for another hour. Not about anything consequential—movies, music, his crazy stories from Dubai. But the undercurrent was always there, a pulse of heat and possibility. It was the most intimate conversation I’d ever had with him, and he was three miles away.

Finally, he wrote, I should let you sleep. Big day of unpacking tomorrow.

Okay. Goodnight, Jake.

Goodnight, Sophie. Dream of something good.

I put my phone down, my body buzzing with a strange, restless energy. I climbed into bed, but sleep was miles away. I replayed every look, every word, every text. The box was open now. The chains were off. And the thing inside wasn’t a harmless crush anymore. It was a want, deep and aching and specific.

I thought about his hands, broad and capable. I thought about the way his t-shirt had stretched across his back. I thought about his voice, low in the dark, saying I noticed you.

My own hand drifted down my body, over the thin cotton of my tank top, lower. My skin was sensitive, humming. I slipped my fingers under the waistband of my shorts, into my panties. I was already wet, just from the texts, from the memory of his eyes on me.

I let my fingers circle my clit, a soft, tentative touch. I closed my eyes and imagined it was his hand. His calloused, rough palm cupping me. His fingers sliding through my wetness. The fantasy was so vivid I could almost feel his weight on the bed beside me, smell his skin.

“Jake,” I whispered into the empty room, the name a secret confession.

My touch grew firmer, faster. I pictured his mouth on mine, hard and demanding. Pictured him pushing my thighs apart, settling between them. Pictured the thick head of his cock pressing against my entrance. The thought alone made me clench around nothing.

I came with a sharp gasp, my back arching off the bed, his name breaking apart on my lips before I could stop it. Pleasure went through me in one bright, ungovernable pulse, and for a few seconds there was nothing else in the world — not Chloe, not the decade of careful rules I’d built my whole friendship with her on, just the aftershocks ticking down my thighs. Then the guilt arrived, right on schedule, cold water finding every warm place he’d just touched.

I rolled onto my side, pulling my knees to my chest. What was I doing? This wasn’t just a fantasy anymore. It was a conversation. It was a path I’d started down, and I didn’t know how to turn back.

But as I lay there in the aftermath, my body still throbbing with a phantom echo of pleasure, I knew one thing with absolute, terrifying certainty.

I didn’t want to turn back.


Chapter 2 — Too Close

The guilt didn’t evaporate overnight. It clung to me like a damp T-shirt the next morning, sticky and uncomfortable. I woke up to a text from Chloe.

Chloe: Dad’s already asking if Jake can help him install the new dishwasher at the lake house this weekend. You’re still coming, right? Save me from the testosterone fest?

The lake house. The Calloways’ place on Lake Serene was our summer sanctuary, a rustic A-frame where we’d spent countless weekends drinking cheap wine, swimming off the dock, and pretending we weren’t adults. It was also where Jake, home from college, had once taught a sixteen-year-old me how to water ski, his hands steadying my hips as I wobbled on the skis, his deep laugh vibrating against my back when I face-planted into the water. The memory alone was enough to make my stomach swoop.

I typed back.

Me: Wouldn’t miss it. What’s the ETA?

Chloe: Jake’s picking you up tomorrow at 10. Dad’s riding with me. See you then, roomie!

Jake. Picking me up. Alone in his car for the hour-long drive to the lake.

I stared at the screen. This was the problem with paths you started down; they had a way of pulling you forward, one step at a time, until you were running headlong into the very thing you swore you’d avoid.



He arrived at nine fifty-five the next morning, the rumble of his truck pulling into my apartment complex’s lot. I’d changed my outfit three times, finally settling on worn denim shorts and a simple black tank top. Practical. Unassuming. I was lying to myself and I knew it.

I hauled my duffel bag to the door just as his knock came. Two firm raps. I took a breath, smoothed my ponytail, and opened it.

He filled the doorway, backlit by the morning sun. He wore a gray V-neck tee that stretched across his chest and faded jeans. Sunglasses hid his eyes. A weekend’s worth of stubble darkened his jaw. He smelled like clean cotton and coffee.

“Hey,” he said, his voice a low rasp that went straight to my knees.

“Hey.” I sounded breathless. Get it together, Sophie. “Ready to go?”

He nodded, taking my duffel bag from me. His fingers brushed mine. A simple, accidental touch, but it sent a jolt up my arm. He hefted the bag like it weighed nothing. “You pack bricks in here?”

“Just the essentials. Sunscreen, bug spray, a life’s worth of emotional baggage.”

A slow grin spread across his face. It was devastating. “The usual.”

The drive started in easy silence. He drove with one wrist resting on top of the steering wheel, the other arm propped on the open window frame. The radio played some classic rock station softly. It felt comfortable. Normal. Like we were just Sophie and Jake, like last night’s texts and my own traitorous hands hadn’t happened.

We were twenty minutes in, the cityscape giving way to rolling green hills, when he spoke.

“So,” he said, glancing over at me. “You’re a graphic designer now.”

It wasn’t a question. “Yeah. Freelance. Mostly websites and branding for small businesses.”

“Chloe showed me the logo you did for that yoga studio she likes. It’s good. Really clean.”

A flush of pleasure warmed my chest. “Thanks.”

“You always were the creative one. Drawing all over your notebooks.” He paused. “I still have that cartoon you drew of me with a fish on my head.”

I groaned, covering my face with my hands. “Oh my god, you do not.”

“I do. It’s in a box somewhere. You were, what, fifteen? And you already had a better sense of comic timing than most adults.”

I peeked through my fingers. He was smiling, looking straight ahead at the road. “I was mocking you. You’d just spent four hours trying to catch ‘the big one’ and came back with a sunburn and a minnow.”

“It was a respectable sunfish,” he said, deadpan.

We lapsed into silence again, but it was different now. Charged with the shared past, threaded with a new, unspoken awareness. The memory of him—younger, lankier, grinning with that fish—collided with the man beside me now, all solid muscle and quiet intensity.

“Listen, Sophie,” he said after a few miles, his tone shifting. He took off his sunglasses and hooked them on the V of his shirt. His eyes were serious. “About last night.”

My heart slammed against my ribs. “What about it?”

“I shouldn’t have… crossed a line. You’re Chloe’s best friend. You’re…” He seemed to search for the word. “Off-limits.”

The words should have been a relief. They were a bucket of ice water. They were the responsible, brotherly thing to say. And they made me want to scream.

I looked out the passenger window, the trees blurring into a green streak. “Right. Off-limits.”

“It’s not that I don’t…” He stopped, his jaw tightening. “It’s complicated.”

“It’s not complicated, Jake,” I said, the words coming out sharper than I intended. I turned to look at him. “I’m a grown woman. You’re a grown man. The only thing making it complicated is us deciding it is.”

His grip tightened on the wheel. “You know it’s not that simple.”

“Because of Chloe.”

“Yes. Because of Chloe.” He said it with a finality that felt like a door clicking shut. “She’d feel betrayed. She trusts me. She trusts us.”

He was right. Of course he was right. The weight of it settled in the space between us, thick and suffocating. I’d spent a decade building a fortress of friendship with Chloe, and wanting Jake felt like planting dynamite at the foundations. I leaned my head back against the seat and closed my eyes. “I know.”

We didn’t speak for the rest of the drive.



The lake house looked the same as it always had: weathered cedar siding, a big deck overlooking the water, the old wooden dock stretching out into the clear blue. Chloe was already there, unloading groceries from her car with her dad, Tom. Her fiancé, Mark, had driven up earlier with another couple, friends of his, and their cars were already parked in the shade by the treeline.

“There they are!” Chloe called, waving a bag of chips. She jogged over as Jake cut the engine. She hugged me first, then her brother. “Okay, you two look way too serious for a lake weekend. Did you listen to public radio the whole way?”

“Something like that,” Jake said, his easy mask back in place. He clapped his dad on the shoulder. “Hey, Pop. Where’s the patient?”

Tom gestured with a thumb toward the house. “In the kitchen, waiting for its surgery. You ready to play plumber?”

“Born ready.”

As they headed inside, Chloe looped her arm through mine. “God, I’m glad you’re here. Dad’s already on a mission to ‘optimize the cabin’s utility.’ Which means Jake will be elbow-deep in pipes and I’ll be forced to hold a flashlight and receive a lecture on PVC versus PEX.”

I laughed, the tension from the car ride easing slightly in her familiar presence. “I’ll be your emotional support human.”

“You’re the best. Come on, let’s get the good room before Dad commandeers it for his tools.”

The “good room” was the small bedroom at the back of the A-frame with its own door to the deck. We dumped our bags on the twin beds. The room smelled like pine needles and old books.

“So,” Chloe said, flopping onto her bed. “How was the drive with my brooding brother?”

I busied myself unpacking my toiletries. “Fine. Quiet.”

“He’s been weird since he got back. Like he’s thinking too hard about something.” She sat up, her eyes bright with mischief. “You know, he asked about you. When I first told him you were coming this weekend.”

My hands stilled. “What did he say?”

“Just… ‘How’s Sophie?’ But it was the way he said it, you know? Like he was actually asking.” She grinned. “Maybe the great Jake Calloway is finally noticing my best friend is a total babe.”

“Shut up,” I said, throwing a pillow at her. My face was on fire.

“I’m just saying! You’re both single, you’re both here… the lake house is basically a romance novel setting.”

If only she knew. The guilt came rushing back, a sour taste in my mouth. I changed the subject, asking about her latest work drama, and let her chatter fill the room.

The afternoon was spent in the lazy, sun-drenched rhythm of the lake. Tom and Jake wrestled with the dishwasher, their voices and the occasional clang of tools drifting from the open kitchen window. Chloe and I laid out towels on the dock and sunbathed. I tried to relax, but my awareness of Jake was a physical pull, a magnet in my chest. Every time he walked out onto the deck to check a part or get a drink, my skin prickled.

Later, when the new dishwasher was miraculously installed and humming, we all changed into swimsuits. I pulled on my simple black one-piece, practical and covering. Chloe wore a bright red bikini. Jake came out in navy swim trunks, water beading on his chest from a quick shower. The sight of him, barefoot on the sun-warmed planks of the dock, his torso a landscape of hard muscle and dark hair trailing down his stomach, stole the air from my lungs.

“Race you to the buoy, old man?” Chloe challenged her brother.

“You’re on, shrimp.”

They dove off the dock in unison, cutting through the water with competitive strokes. I sat at the edge, dipping my feet in the cool lake. Tom settled into a deck chair with a beer. “Kids,” he chuckled, shaking his head.

I watched Jake swim. The powerful flex of his shoulders, the kick of his legs. He reached the orange buoy well before Chloe, treading water, waiting for her. When she reached him, panting, he splashed her playfully. She shrieked and launched herself at him, and for a moment they were just siblings, laughing and wrestling in the water.

The simple, sweet normalcy of it was a knife twist. This was his world. Chloe’s world. And I was the interloper, hiding a dangerous want.

We grilled burgers for dinner on the deck as the sun set, painting the sky in streaks of orange and purple. The air cooled, carrying the smell of charcoal and lake water. We drank beer, and the conversation flowed easily, full of old stories and Tom’s terrible dad jokes. Jake sat across from me, and every time our eyes met, it was like a live wire touched my skin. He’d look away first, his jaw tight.

As night fell, Chloe and Tom started a card game at the dining table inside. Jake stood at the deck railing, looking out at the dark water, the moon painting a silver path across its surface.

“I’m gonna get some air,” I murmured, slipping away from the table.

I walked to the far end of the deck, leaning against the railing a good ten feet from him. The night was quiet, just the lap of water against the pilings and the distant cry of a loon.

“Beautiful night,” I said softly.

He didn’t turn. “Yeah.”

The space between us hummed with everything unsaid. The “off-limits.” The texts. The way I’d said his name in the dark of my bedroom.

“Jake,” I said, the name a risk.

He turned then, his face shadowed in the moonlight. “Sophie.”

“This… thing. This tension. It’s killing me.”

A muscle ticked in his jaw. “You think it’s not killing me?”

“Then why are we pretending?”

“Because!” he said, his voice low but fierce. He took a step toward me. Then another. The distance between us evaporated. He was close enough that I could feel the heat coming off his body, could see the conflict raging in his eyes. “Because the second I stop pretending, I’m going to do this.”

His hand came up, his fingers brushing a strand of hair from my cheek. The touch was so gentle, so at odds with the intensity in his gaze. My breath hitched.

“And then,” he continued, his voice dropping to a rough whisper, “I’m going to do a lot more.”

My whole body was trembling. “What if I want you to?”

His eyes searched my face, as if looking for a sign of doubt. He must not have found any, because his expression shifted, the restraint snapping. A low groan escaped him. “Fuck it.”

His mouth crashed down on mine.

It wasn’t gentle. It was all the pent-up years, the forbidden want, the raw, frustrated need. His lips were firm and demanding, his tongue sweeping into my mouth with a possession that made my knees buckle. I clutched at his shoulders, the solid muscle under my hands anchoring me as the world tilted. He tasted like beer and lake air and pure, unadulterated Jake. One of his hands fisted in my hair, tilting my head back to deepen the kiss, while the other splayed across the small of my back, pulling me flush against him. I could feel the hard ridge of his erection through our clothes, pressing against my stomach, and a moan tore from my throat.

The sound seemed to break through his frenzy. He pulled back, just an inch, both of us breathing ragged.

“Tell me to stop,” he demanded, his forehead resting against mine. His breath was hot on my lips.

“No.”

“Sophie…”

“I said no.” I slid my hands up his neck, into his still-damp hair. “Don’t you dare stop.”

A shudder ran through him. He looked over my shoulder toward the lit windows of the house, where the murmur of Chloe and Tom’s voices drifted out. “Not here. They could…”

“Where?”

He thought for a second, his chest heaving. “The boathouse. Five minutes.”

He released me and was gone, disappearing down the steps off the side of the deck and into the shadows along the shore. I stood there, trembling, my lips swollen and throbbing. I touched them with my fingers, the reality of what just happened—what was about to happen—sinking in.

I counted to three hundred in my head, my heart hammering a frantic rhythm against my ribs. Then I moved, quietly slipping down the same steps and following the path along the water’s edge. The boathouse was a small, wooden structure built out over the water, used to store the old rowboat and fishing gear. Its door creaked when I pushed it open.

Inside, it was dark, smelling of motor oil and wet wood. A single shaft of moonlight pierced a dusty window, illuminating floating motes of dust.

He was there, a darker silhouette against the gloom. He didn’t speak. He just reached for me, his hands finding my waist, pulling me into him. This kiss was different. Slower. Deeper. A deliberate claiming. His tongue explored my mouth as his hands roamed my back, my hips, my ass, pulling me tighter against the hard length of him.

“I’ve thought about this,” he growled against my lips. “For years. The way you’d look at me sometimes. It drove me fucking crazy.”

“I didn’t think you noticed,” I breathed, arching into him.

“I noticed.” His mouth traveled to my jaw, my neck, nipping at the sensitive skin below my ear. “Every fucking time.”

His hands slid under the hem of my tank top, his rough palms skating over my ribs. I gasped as his thumbs brushed the undersides of my breasts. “Jake…”

“Tell me what you want, Sophie.” His voice was gravel, his breath hot on my skin.

“You. I want you.”

With a swift motion, he pulled my tank top over my head and tossed it aside. The cool night air hit my skin, followed immediately by the heat of his gaze. I stood before him in just my denim shorts and my black swimsuit top. He unhooked the clasp at the back with a practiced flick, and the tight material loosened. He peeled it away, his eyes dropping to my breasts.

“Jesus,” he whispered, his voice full of awe.

He cupped them in his hands, his thumbs circling my nipples, which tightened into hard peaks instantly. He lowered his head and took one into his mouth, sucking hard. Pleasure, sharp and electric, shot straight to my core. I cried out, my fingers tangling in his hair, holding him to me. He lavished attention on one breast, then the other, his tongue and teeth driving me to the edge of sanity. I was panting, writhing against him, desperate for friction.

My hands went to the button of his jeans. I fumbled with it, my fingers clumsy with need. He helped me, shoving his jeans and boxer briefs down just enough to free his cock.

I wrapped my hand around him. He was thick, velvety hot, and rock-hard. A bead of moisture pearled at the tip. He hissed, his hips jerking at my touch. “Fuck, Sophie.”

I stroked him, learning his shape, his weight. He was magnificent. Everything my late-night fantasies had imagined and more. He kissed me again, deep and dirty, as my hand moved on him.

“I need to be inside you,” he groaned, breaking the kiss. “Now.”

He turned me around, his front to my back. With one arm banded around my waist, holding me tight against him, his other hand made quick work of my shorts and panties, pushing them down my legs. I kicked them away. His cock nestled between my ass cheeks, a hot, insistent promise.

“Wait,” I gasped, turning my head to look at him over my shoulder. “Condom.”

He stilled. “Shit. I don’t have one.”

A wave of dizzying disappointment washed over me. We were so close. The ache between my legs was a physical torment.

He must have seen it on my face. He spun me back around to face him, his expression fierce. “I’m clean. Got tested a month ago. I haven’t been with anyone since.”

It was a leap of faith. A crazy, impulsive trust fall. I looked into his eyes, dark with desire and something else—a raw honesty that shattered my last reservation.

“I’m on the pill,” I whispered. “And I’m clean.”

He went still, watching me for a long moment, giving me every chance to take it back. “Are you sure?”

In answer, I reached between us, guiding him to my entrance. I was soaked, aching, ready. “Yes.”

He didn’t need further encouragement. He gripped my hips and, with one slow, relentless thrust, sheathed himself inside me.

The feeling was overwhelming. A fullness, a stretching, a perfect, shocking fit. We both groaned in unison, a ragged, broken sound in the quiet boathouse.

“Oh, god,” I choked out, my head falling back. “Jake…”

“Look at me,” he commanded.

I forced my eyes open, meeting his burning gaze. He was watching me, his face a mask of intense concentration and pleasure. He began to move, pulling out almost all the way before pushing back in, setting a deep, grinding rhythm that had me seeing stars.

“You feel…” He couldn’t finish the sentence. He just shook his head, his thrusts becoming harder, more urgent.

I clung to his shoulders, my nails digging into his skin. Every stroke dragged against a spot inside me that sent waves of pleasure coursing through my veins. The sound of our bodies meeting, skin slapping against skin, of our ragged breaths and low moans, filled the small space. The old wood of the boathouse creaked in time with his thrusts.

He shifted his angle slightly, and on the next thrust, he hit something that made my vision white out. A sharp cry tore from my throat.

“There?” he growled, doing it again.

“Yes! Right there, Jake, please…”

He held me tighter, his pace becoming punishing, relentless. The coil of tension in my belly wound tighter and tighter, a spring about to snap. I was babbling, pleading, my words dissolving into incoherent sounds. The world narrowed to the place where we were joined, to the sweat-slick feel of his skin under my hands, to the desperate, hungry look in his eyes.

“Come for me, Sophie,” he gritted out, his own control clearly fraying. “Let me feel it.”

That was all it took. His voice did it — that rough command breaking on the last word — and the orgasm took me apart with no warning at all, one violent pulse and then another, my whole body clenching around him like it was trying to keep him there.

He didn’t last long after that. I felt him go rigid, felt the exact second his control gave out — his fingers biting into my hips hard enough to bruise, a broken sound torn out of him that wasn’t quite my name and wasn’t quite a shout, just Jake, undone, spilling into me in three long pulses while the boathouse creaked around us like it was holding its breath too.

Neither of us moved for a while. He stayed inside me, his forehead heavy on my shoulder, his heartbeat slamming against my back like something trying to get out.

Slowly, carefully, he pulled out. The loss of him felt profound. My legs were jelly. He kept his arms around me, holding me up, as he guided us both to sit on a stack of old life jackets in the corner. He pulled me onto his lap, my back against his chest, his arms wrapped around me. He nuzzled my damp hair.

We sat in the silent, moon-dappled dark for a long time, just breathing. The reality of what we’d just done—the line we’d crossed so definitively—settled over us like a blanket.

“Well,” he said finally, his voice rough but soft in my ear. “We’re not pretending anymore.”

I leaned my head back against his shoulder. A laugh, born of equal parts euphoria and sheer terror, bubbled out of me. “No. We are definitely not.”

He pressed a kiss to my temple. “We should get back. Before they send a search party.”

We dressed in silence, our movements slow, intimate. He helped me with my swimsuit top clasp, his fingers lingering on my skin. We shared one more long, searching kiss at the boathouse door before slipping out, one at a time, back to the house where the lights were still on and the card game was still going, the world none the wiser that ours had just been irrevocably changed.


Chapter 3 — The Secret

Back inside the lake house, the world felt like it was made of tissue paper. The laughter from the living room was too loud, the light from the overhead fixture too harsh. I could still feel Jake on my skin—the ghost of his hands, the salt-taste of him, the deep, lingering ache between my legs.

I hovered in the kitchen, pouring myself a glass of water with trembling hands. My best friend, Chloe—his sister—was sprawled on the rug in front of the couch, holding her cards to her chest and grinning up at her fiancé, Mark. “You’re bluffing,” she declared.

“Am not!” Mark protested, but he was a terrible liar. Chloe’s eyes sparkled with triumph. She was so completely, blissfully unaware. The guilt was a cold stone in my stomach.

Jake walked in from the deck a full minute after I did. He moved with his usual easy confidence, but I saw the tightness in his shoulders, the way his gaze swept the room and landed on me for a single, searing second before he smiled at the group.

“Where’d you two vanish to?” Chloe asked, not even looking up from her cards.

“Boat house was leaking,” Jake said, his voice a smooth, casual rumble that sent a shiver straight through me. He leaned against the doorframe, crossing his arms. “Sophie helped me move some stuff to higher ground before the water got it.”

It was such a perfect, effortless lie. So normal. I swallowed.

“My hero,” Chloe said, finally glancing at me with a wink. “Always saving our junk from water damage.”

If she only knew what her junk had just been up to. A hysterical giggle threatened to escape my throat. I took a huge gulp of water.

“Game’s basically over,” Mark said, tossing his cards down. “Chloe’s cleaned us out. Again.”

The group began to disband, yawning and stretching. Chloe got up and came over to me, wrapping an arm around my waist. “You okay, Soph? You look a little flushed.”

“Just tired,” I managed. “And maybe a bit sunburned from earlier.”

She peered at my face. “Hmm. You do feel warm.” She squeezed me. “Well, we’re hitting the road early tomorrow to finalize the caterer tasting, so I’m off to bed. You’re on your own with the bro for the day. Try not to kill each other.”

My heart hammered against my ribs. “We’ll manage.”

Jake pushed off the doorframe. “I’ll try not to be too annoying,” he said, his eyes on me.

“Good luck with that,” Chloe laughed, giving me one last squeeze before heading down the hall to her room.

The house slowly quieted. Mark went to join Chloe. The other couple, friends of Mark’s, retreated to the guest room. Suddenly, it was just Jake and me in the bright, silent kitchen.

The space between us crackled. Every memory from the boathouse rushed back in high-definition detail: the scrape of his stubble, the weight of him, the broken sounds he’d made against my neck.

He walked toward me, his steps deliberate on the tile floor. He stopped a foot away, close enough that I could smell the lake and him on his skin.

“Sophie,” he said, my name a low vibration.

“We can’t,” I whispered, even as my body swayed toward him. “Chloe…”

“I know.” He didn’t touch me. “But pretending it didn’t happen… that’s not an option either.”

“What is the option?” My voice was barely audible.

He was silent for a long moment, his gaze tracing my face as if memorizing it. “I don’t know. But we need to talk. Not here.”

“Where?”

“My place. Tomorrow. After Chloe and Mark leave.” He stated it like a fact, not a question. “Come over. We’ll figure this out.”

Figure out what? How to go back to being just his little sister’s friend? My chest ached at the thought. How to do it again? My whole body ignited at that thought.

“Okay,” I breathed.

He reached out then, just one finger, and hooked it under my chin, tilting my face up. “One more thing,” he said, his voice dropping even lower. “However this goes… that, in there, was the single most intense thing I’ve ever felt. Don’t you dare regret it.”

Then he turned and walked away, leaving me standing alone in the kitchen, my entire world tipped on its axis.



Sleep was impossible. I lay in the twin bed in the guest room, staring at the ceiling, every nerve ending alive. I replayed every second, every touch, every word. The possessive way he’d looked at me. The raw, unfiltered sound of his pleasure. The terrifying, exhilarating finality of his statement: We’re not pretending anymore.

When dawn finally crept through the blinds, I was already dressed in denim shorts and a simple white tee, my bag packed. I helped Chloe and Mark load their car, my performance of normalcy feeling brittle.

“You sure you don’t want to come?” Chloe asked, slamming the trunk. “Tasting mini beef Wellingtons sounds more fun than hanging with my boring brother.”

“I have some emails to catch up on,” I lied. “And Jake promised not to be too boring. He said something about tuning up the old speedboat.”

Jake, who was leaning against the porch railing, coffee mug in hand, gave a slow nod. “It needs the work. She’ll be my assistant. Hand me wrenches, look pretty.”

Chloe rolled her eyes. “Try not to let her lose a finger.” She hugged me tight. “Love you. See you tomorrow night.”

“Love you,” I said into her hair, the guilt flaring white-hot.

They drove off in a cloud of gravel dust. The silence that settled over the property was deafening. The lake was a flat, blue mirror. It was just him and me. Alone.

I turned to face him. He was already looking at me, his expression unreadable.

“My place,” he said, not a question. “We’ll take the boat.”

He’d bought a small, modern cabin on the opposite shore a few years back, a place to escape to when he was in town. I’d never been inside.

The ride across the lake was swift in his speedboat, the wind whipping my hair. We didn’t speak. The tension wasn’t the charged, playful kind from before. It was heavier, full of consequences. He docked at a private pier, and I followed him up a stone path to a cedar-and-glass cabin nestled in the pines.

It was beautiful, masculine, and clean. Large windows looked out over the water. A deep sofa, a stone fireplace, a kitchen with stainless steel appliances. It smelled like him—like clean linen, woodsmoke, and a faint hint of his cologne.

“Nice,” I said, for something to say.

“Thanks.” He tossed his keys on a side table. “Can I get you a coffee? Or something stronger?”

“Coffee’s good.”

I stood in the middle of the living room, feeling awkward, while he moved efficiently in the kitchen. The memory of his naked body moving over mine flashed in my mind, making my cheeks heat.

He brought two mugs over, handed me one, and didn’t let go of it immediately. Our fingers brushed. A jolt went straight up my arm.

“Sit,” he said, gesturing to the sofa.

I sat at one end. He sat at the other, leaving a careful, deliberate cushion of space between us. He took a sip of his coffee, watching me over the rim.

“So,” he began.

“So.”

“We fucked in a boathouse,” he said bluntly, and the crude, accurate word made my breath catch. “And my sister, your best friend since you were twelve, was in the house about a hundred yards away.”

I flinched. “I’m aware.”

“I need to know what you’re thinking, Sophie. Because my head is… it’s a mess.” He set his mug down and ran a hand through his hair. “I told myself you were off-limits. For years. You were Chloe’s friend. You were too young. It was a stupid crush that would pass.”

“It wasn’t stupid,” I whispered.

“I know that now.” He looked at me, his eyes dark and intense. “But it’s more complicated than two people wanting each other. Chloe… she’d feel betrayed. She’d see it as a violation of your friendship, of our family.”

“I know.” The words were ash in my mouth. “She’d be right.”

“Would she?” He leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “We’re adults. What happens between us is between us. But the secrecy… that’s the betrayal. That’s what would hurt her.”

“Are you saying we should tell her?” The idea was terrifying.

“I’m saying I don’t know what the right thing is.” He looked truly tormented. “I only know that what happened last night… I can’t just walk away from it. I don’t want to.”

Hope, dangerous and wild, bloomed in my chest. “What do you want, Jake?”

He stood up abruptly and paced to the window, looking out at the lake. His back was tense. “I want you.” He said it to the glass. “I want to take you to my bed and learn every sound you make. I want to wake up with you in the morning. I want to make you laugh and then make you come so hard you forget your own name.” He turned to face me, his expression raw. “And I also want to protect my sister from getting hurt. And I want to protect you from the fallout. And I can’t figure out how to have both.”

I put my mug down, my hands steady now. The confession was out there, hanging between us. He wanted me. Not just for one stolen night at the lake.

I stood and walked to him. He watched me come, his body going still. I stopped inches from him.

“We can’t tell her,” I said softly. “Not yet. The wedding is in two months. It’s her whole world right now. If she’s angry, or hurt… it’ll ruin that for her.”

One eyebrow lifted, waiting me out. “So you’re suggesting what, exactly?”

“That we… figure us out. In secret. See what this is.” My courage faltered. “If it’s even more than just… the boathouse.”

A slow, heated smile touched his lips. “Oh, it’s more, Sophie. Last night wasn’t nearly enough.”

My knees went weak.

“A secret,” he murmured, reaching up to tuck a strand of hair behind my ear. His thumb stroked my cheekbone. “You want to have a secret affair with your best friend’s brother.”

“When you say it like that, it sounds terrible.”

“It sounds forbidden,” he corrected, his voice dropping. “And impossible to resist.” His hand slid from my cheek to cup the back of my neck. “You’re sure?”

“No,” I admitted honestly. “I’m terrified. But I’m more terrified of walking away from this and always wondering.”

That was all the answer he needed. His mouth came down on mine, and this kiss was nothing like the frantic, hungry ones from last night. This was slow, deep, and devastatingly thorough. A claiming. A promise. His tongue swept into my mouth, tasting me, and I melted against him, my hands fisting in his shirt.

He walked me backward, never breaking the kiss, until my legs hit the edge of the large, plush sofa. He guided me down, following me, his body covering mine. The weight of him, the heat, was already familiar, already essential. He kissed my jaw, my throat, his breath hot against my skin.

“I’ve thought about this,” he growled against my collarbone, his hands sliding under my t-shirt. “About having you here. In my bed. In my shower. On this couch.” His palms were rough and warm on my ribs, sliding upward to cup my breasts through my bra. “About having the time to take you apart slowly.”

He peeled my shirt off, then made quick work of my bra. The cool air and his hot gaze on my naked breasts made my nipples tighten painfully. He lowered his head and took one into his mouth, sucking deeply, and a sharp cry tore from my throat. His hand slid down my stomach, popping the button on my shorts, sliding the zipper down.

“Last night,” he said, moving to my other breast, his tongue swirling, “was about need. This…” His fingers slipped inside my shorts, beneath my panties, and found my wet, aching pussy. I arched off the couch. “…This is about want.”

He stroked me, his touch knowing and deliberate, circling my clit with a maddening, perfect pressure. “You’re so fucking soft here,” he murmured, watching my face. “And so wet. For me.”

“Jake,” I gasped, my hips rocking against his hand.

“Tell me,” he commanded, his finger sliding lower, teasing my entrance. “Tell me you want this. That you consent to this. To me. Here. Now.”

The explicit, necessary question burned away whatever hesitation I had left. “Yes,” I breathed, looking straight into his burning eyes. “I want you. I consent. To all of it.”

A possessive growl rumbled from his chest. He hooked his fingers in my shorts and panties and pulled them down my legs in one rough motion. Then he stood, looking down at me sprawled naked on his couch, his gaze searing every inch of my skin. He pulled his own shirt over his head, revealing the taut, beautiful muscles of his chest and abdomen, the trail of dark hair leading into his jeans. He undid his belt, his button, his zipper, and pushed everything down, kicking them aside.

His cock sprang free, thick and already fully hard, curving up toward his stomach. My mouth watered. He saw me looking and gave it a slow stroke, his eyes locked on mine.

“Your turn,” he said, his voice thick. “Tell me what you want.”

“I want you inside me,” I said, the words shocking me with their directness. “I want to feel you come again.”

He came down over me, bracing himself on his arms, his cock nudging against my soaked folds. “Since you asked so nicely,” he said, a wicked edge to his smile.

And then he pushed in.

It was slower than last night — an invasion measured in inches, deliberate, like he wanted me to feel every one of them. He didn’t stop until there was nowhere left to go, until I could feel him behind my navel, and he stayed there, shaking slightly, like a man holding a door shut against a storm.

“Fuck,” he breathed, dropping his forehead to mine. “You feel… unbelievable.”

He began to move, a slow, deep, grinding rhythm that was pure torture. Each thrust dragged against a spot inside me that made stars burst behind my eyelids. He kissed me, swallowing my moans, his tongue mirroring the relentless push and pull of his hips.

The pace built, becoming harder, faster. The sofa cushions squeaked in protest. He shifted, hooking my legs over his arms, opening me wider, driving deeper. The new angle was devastating. I clutched at his shoulders, my nails digging in, my world narrowing to the point where our bodies joined, to the slap of skin, to his ragged breaths in my ear.

His jaw was tight, his eyes locked on mine, refusing to let either of us look away.

“This is mine,” he said, thrusting deep, his voice a raw scrape. “This pussy. These sounds you’re making. They’re mine. For as long as this secret lasts. You understand?”

The possessiveness, the sheer carnality of his words, sent me spiraling. My orgasm gathered, a tight, coiling spring in my belly. “Jake… I’m going to…”

“Come,” he ordered. “Come on my cock, Sophie. Let me feel it.”

I didn’t so much climax as come apart at every seam at once — no single wave, just a total, blinding collapse of everything I’d been holding together, a scream I bit back into his shoulder because Chloe was thirty feet away through solid wood and I still, somehow, remembered that. He felt it happen. He swore, low and wrecked, his rhythm stuttering, and then he drove into me one last time and stayed there, groaning my name into my hair as he came in long, helpless pulses.

For a while neither of us did anything but breathe. He was heavy on top of me — heavier than the sofa was built for — and I didn’t want him to move. The scent of sex and salt hung over both of us like something we’d have to explain later.

After a long while, he shifted, sliding out of me, and rolled to his side, pulling me with him so we lay facing each other on the narrow couch. He brushed the sweat-damp hair from my forehead.

“Okay?” he asked, his voice soft.

I nodded, unable to speak. I was more than okay. I was ruined for anyone else.

“The secret,” I whispered finally.

“Our secret,” he confirmed, his thumb stroking my cheek. “For now.”

We lay there until our breathing evened out, until the sweat cooled on our skin. The reality was still there—the guilt, the risk, the potential for disaster. But in that moment, wrapped in his arms on his sun-warmed couch, with the lake glittering outside the window, it felt like the only possible truth in the world.

He was mine, and I was his. Even if no one else could ever know.


Chapter 4 — Closer

The secret, in the days that followed, felt less like a burden and more like a living, breathing creature in the room with us. It had a pulse. It was the quick, hungry glance Jake shot me across the dinner table while my best friend, his sister Chloe, chattered about her new job. It was the accidental brush of his fingers against mine when he passed me a plate. It was the low, private hum in my blood whenever I heard his truck pull into the gravel driveway of the lake house.

We were all staying there for another week—Chloe, Jake, me—under the flimsy pretense of a final summer fling before Chloe started her big-city life. The plan had been innocent. Two best friends and one brother who was never supposed to be anything more than background scenery. Now, the house felt like a powder keg.

I woke each morning in the small guest room next to Chloe’s, the memory of Jake’s hands, his mouth, his cock, burning fresh behind my eyelids. I’d lie there, listening to the sounds of the house coming alive, and wonder if he was awake, thinking of me. The wondering was its own kind of torment.

The first time we managed to steal a moment alone was three days after the boathouse.

Chloe had gone into town for groceries, declaring she needed “real food” and not just our dwindling stash of chips and beer. The second her car disappeared down the lane, the atmosphere in the house shifted, grew thick and charged.

I was on the back deck, pretending to read a book, when the sliding glass door opened. I didn’t need to look. I felt him.

He came to stand beside my lounge chair, his shadow falling over me. “She’ll be at least an hour. The store’s a zoo on a Saturday.”

I kept my eyes on my book, though the words had long since blurred. “Good to know.”

He didn’t move. The silence stretched, taut and humming.

“Sophie.” Just my name, low enough that I felt it more than heard it.

I closed the book and tilted my head back. He was leaning against the deck railing, arms crossed, wearing only a pair of faded board shorts. The late morning sun glinted off the water behind him and caught the dusting of dark hair on his chest. My mouth went dry.

“We can’t,” I said, the protest automatic, weak.

“We already did,” he replied, his voice a low rumble. “And I haven’t been able to think of anything else since.”

He pushed off the railing and in two strides was kneeling beside my chair. He didn’t touch me. Just looked, his gaze traveling over my sun-dress, my bare legs, my face. The intensity was a physical thing.

“Tell me you’ve thought about it,” he said.

“Jake…”

“Tell me.”

I swallowed. “All the time.”

Something slow and pleased moved across his face. “Good.”

Then his hand was on my ankle, his fingers wrapping around it, his thumb stroking the sensitive skin of my inner ankle. A bolt of pure heat shot straight up my leg to my core. I gasped.

“What do you think about?” he asked, his hand sliding slowly up my calf, beneath the hem of my dress. His touch was firm, possessive. “When you’re lying in your bed at night, listening to my sister sleep in the next room… what do you think about?”

His fingers reached the back of my knee, tracing the delicate hollow there. My thighs fell open, a silent, shameless invitation.

“I think about you,” I whispered, the confession tearing out of me. “Inside me. The way you felt.”

His eyes darkened. His hand slid higher, up the soft skin of my thigh. He leaned in, his lips brushing my ear. “How did I feel?”

“Big.” The word was a breath. “Hard. You filled me up.”

A rough sound escaped his throat. His fingers found the edge of my panties, dipping beneath the lace. He traced my slit through the damp fabric, and I jerked against his hand.

“You’re already wet,” he murmured, approval lacing his voice. “For me?”

“Always for you.”

He hooked his fingers into the waistband of my panties and, in one swift motion, dragged them down my legs and off. He tossed them aside, never breaking eye contact. Then his hand returned, this time with no barrier.

His fingers parted my folds, sliding through my slickness. I arched off the chair, a moan catching in my throat. He found my clit, circling it with a torturous, knowing pressure.

“Tell me what you want, Sophie,” he said, his voice thick. “Right now.”

I was beyond pride, beyond caution. The secret creature between us was roaring. “You. I want you.”

He stood, pulling me up with him. He backed me against the warm wooden siding of the house, his body caging me in. He kissed me then, deep and consuming, his tongue claiming my mouth as his fingers continued to work me below. I could taste the coffee on his tongue, feel the rough stubble of his jaw. I wrapped my arms around his neck, clinging to him.

He broke the kiss, his breathing ragged. “I need to be inside you. Now.”

He undid the tie at the neckline of my sundress and yanked it down, baring my breasts to the sun and his hungry gaze. He didn’t pause to admire them. He ducked his head, taking one taut nipple into his mouth, sucking hard. I cried out, my fingers tangling in his hair. He lavished attention on one breast, then the other, his teeth grazing, his tongue soothing. The dual sensation of his mouth on my breasts and his fingers on my clit was pushing me rapidly toward the edge.

“Jake… I’m close…”

He released my breast with a wet pop. “Not yet.”

He withdrew his hand, and I whimpered at the loss. He shoved his board shorts down just enough to free his cock. It was already fully erect, the head flushed and beading with moisture. He gripped himself, giving a few rough strokes.

His free hand found my chin, tipping my face up before I could look away on my own. His eyes were fierce, unwavering.

“This is mine,” he said, his voice a gravelly promise. “This pussy is mine. You understand? No one else touches it. No one else thinks about it. It’s mine.”

The words, so raw and possessive, sent a fresh flood of heat between my legs. “Yes,” I breathed.

He notched the head of his cock at my entrance. “And this,” he said, pushing forward just an inch, stretching me, “is yours.”

Then he drove into me in one deep, relentless thrust, filling me completely. I screamed, the sound swallowed by the vastness of the lake and sky. He didn’t give me time to adjust. He set a brutal, desperate pace, pounding into me against the wall of the house. Each thrust was a declaration, a claiming. The wood groaned behind me with the force of it.

My orgasm built faster than I thought possible, a tight, coiling spring at the base of my spine. The friction, the fullness, the sheer illicit thrill of it—out in the open, in broad daylight, with his sister due back any minute—it was all too much.

“Jake… Jake, I’m gonna…”

“Come,” he growled against my neck, his hips pistoning. “Come all over my cock. Let me feel you come.”

It shattered me — not the slow unraveling of the boathouse, not the drawn-out tide of two nights before, but something faster and rawer, my vision actually whiting out at the edges as the climax convulsed through me. I sobbed his name into the open air and didn’t care who heard it.

He came half a beat behind me, driving in hard once, twice, and then holding, grinding against me with short, helpless jerks of his hips while he groaned something into my hair that might have been my name and might have just been noise. I felt every pulse of him, hot and deep.

We stayed pinned like that against the siding for a long minute, both of us shaking, the ordinary world creeping back in around the edges — a gull somewhere over the water, the lap of the lake against the dock, the distant drone of someone else’s boat.

He softened inside me, but didn’t pull out. Instead, he leaned his forehead against mine, his breath hot on my lips.

“Fuck,” he whispered, a laugh in his voice. “Fuck.”

I started to laugh too, a giddy, breathless sound. We were insane. This was insane.

He finally eased out, and a trickle of his release followed. The evidence of what we’d done. He righted his shorts, then gently pulled my dress back up, his fingers lingering on my shoulders.

“We need to clean up,” he said, his voice back to its normal register, though his eyes were still dark with satiated hunger. “Before Chloe gets back.”

We showered separately, a necessary precaution. But when I was under the spray, washing the scent of him and sex from my skin, I could still feel the ghost of his hands, the ache between my legs. The secret was in my bones now.

The stolen moments became our currency. A fever dream of hidden touches and silent, breathless couplings.

Two nights later, it was my turn to make dinner. Chloe was in the living room, scrolling on her phone. Jake leaned against the kitchen island, watching me chop vegetables.

“Need help?” he asked, his tone innocuous.

“I’ve got it,” I said, my back to him.

I felt him move behind me, a shift in the air. His hands came down on the counter on either side of me, caging me in. His front pressed against my back, and I could feel the hard line of his erection against my ass.

I froze, the knife hovering over a bell pepper. Chloe was twenty feet away, oblivious.

“Jake,” I hissed, a warning and a plea.

He dipped his head, his lips brushing the shell of my ear. “I can’t concentrate,” he murmured, so low only I could hear. “All I can think about is how you taste.”

A shudder ran through me. I pressed back against him, just slightly. He groaned softly into my hair.

“You’re playing with fire,” I whispered.

“You’re the only fire I want to play with.”

He pressed a quick, hot kiss to the side of my neck, then pushed away just as Chloe called out, “Smells good! Is it almost ready?”

“Ten minutes!” I called back, my voice surprisingly steady.

Jake caught my eye from across the island. He winked.

Later, after Chloe had gone to bed, I crept downstairs for a glass of water. The house was dark and quiet. I was at the sink when arms slipped around my waist from behind.

I jumped, then melted into him as I recognized his scent, his warmth. “You scared me.”

“Sorry,” he said, not sounding sorry at all. He nuzzled my neck. “Couldn’t sleep.”

“Me either.”

He turned me in his arms and kissed me, deep and slow and sweet. It was different from the frantic, hungry couplings we’d had. This was languorous, exploring. He tasted like toothpaste and want.

“Come to my room,” he whispered against my lips.

Fear spiked through me. “Jake… Chloe’s right down the hall from me.”

“She’s a heavy sleeper. And my room’s on the other side of the house.” He kissed me again. “I want to take my time with you. I want to lay you out on my bed and learn every inch of you. I want to make you come so many times you forget your own name.”

The promise in his words liquefied my resolve. I nodded.

He took my hand and led me silently through the dark house, past the creaky floorboard by the stairs, to his bedroom at the far end. He closed the door softly behind us and locked it.

The room was lit only by the moonlight streaming through the windows. His bed was big, unmade, the sheets rumpled. It smelled overwhelmingly of him—clean cotton, soap, and that unique, masculine scent that was just Jake.

He didn’t turn on a light. He just stood before me and slowly, deliberately, began to undress me. He lifted my sleep tank over my head. He hooked his thumbs in the waistband of my shorts and panties and drew them down, kneeling to help me step out of them. His hands slid up my bare legs, his thumbs tracing the insides of my thighs.

Then he stood and undressed himself, his eyes never leaving mine. The moonlight sculpted the planes of his chest, his abdomen, the powerful line of his thighs. He was breathtaking.

He guided me backward until my knees hit the mattress, and I sat down. He followed, kneeling on the floor between my spread legs. He pushed my thighs wider apart, his gaze dropping to my exposed pussy.

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

Then he leaned in and licked a long, slow stripe from my entrance to my clit.

I gasped, my hands flying to his hair. He didn’t rush. He feasted on me like I was a delicacy, his tongue exploring every fold, circling my clit, dipping inside me. He used his lips to suck, his fingers to gently spread me open wider for his mouth. The wet, hot sounds in the quiet room were obscene and utterly arousing.

“Jake… oh God…”

He inserted two fingers into me, crooking them, as his tongue flicked relentlessly against my clit. The dual stimulation was exquisite. The coil tightened, faster and harder than before.

“I’m… I’m going to…”

He hummed against me, the vibration pushing me over. I came with a choked cry, my hips bucking against his face as he drank every drop of my release.

Before the tremors had fully subsided, he was moving up my body, kissing his way up my stomach, between my breasts, to my mouth. I could taste myself on his lips, and it was wildly erotic.

He settled over me, his weight braced on his elbows. He was hard again, his cock pressing against my thigh.

“Again,” he whispered. “I want to feel you come again, with me inside you.”

He reached between us, guiding himself to my entrance. He pushed in slowly, inch by excruciating inch, letting me feel every bit of his stretch, until there was no more of him left to give me and he simply stopped there, dropping his forehead to mine.

“Okay?” he breathed.

I nodded, wrapping my legs around his waist. “More than okay.”

He began to move, a deep, rolling rhythm that was completely different from the frantic pace against the wall. This was making love. His thrusts were long and slow and devastatingly thorough, hitting a spot deep inside me that made me see stars. He kissed me, our tongues tangling, our breaths mingling.

One of his hands slid between our bodies, his thumb finding my clit again. I was oversensitive from my first orgasm, and the touch was almost too much, almost painful, but in the best way.

“That’s it,” he coaxed, his voice ragged. “Come for me again, Sophie. Let go.”

The second orgasm built like a slow-rising tide, washing over me from the toes up. It wasn’t a sharp explosion but a deep, rolling wave of pure pleasure that seemed to go on forever. My internal muscles clenched around him, milking him, and with a groan that was half my name, he followed me over, spilling into me with hot, pulsing jets.

He rolled us both sideways in one smooth motion, no collapsing this time, just gathering me against his chest, his heartbeat thudding under my ear like it was trying to catch up to mine. The room was silent except for our breathing, gone ragged and slow by turns.

He stroked my hair, his fingers trailing through the strands.

“I can’t keep my hands off you,” he admitted quietly into the dark.

“I don’t want you to.”

“Chloe can’t know,” he said, the reality settling over us like a cold blanket. “Not yet.”

“I know.”

“It’s not because I’m ashamed,” he said quickly, his hand stilling on my head. “It’s because I need to figure out how to tell her without destroying her world. And yours.”

I believed him. The tenderness in his touch, the raw honesty in his voice—this wasn’t just a secret affair for him. This was something real. Something that had been building for years and had finally combusted.

“We’ll figure it out,” I whispered, though I had no idea how.

We lay like that until our bodies cooled and the risk of Chloe waking up grew too great. Reluctantly, I disentangled myself from him and found my clothes. He walked me to the door, kissed me once more, deep and lingering.

“Tomorrow,” he promised.

I slipped back to my room, my body humming, my skin still smelling of him. I slid into bed, listening to Chloe’s steady breathing through the wall.

The secret pulsed in the dark, warm and alive and terrifying. It was no longer just a secret hook-up. It was a secret life. And as I drifted off to sleep, sore and sated, I knew I was already in too deep to ever climb out.


Chapter 5 — Found Out

The secret held for a week.

Seven days of stolen glances across the breakfast table, of my foot brushing his under the sun-drenched porch, of him finding me alone in the pantry for a kiss that left me breathless and dizzy. Seven nights of me lying in my bed, listening to Chloe’s soft snores through the wall, my body aching for the man just down the hall. Seven mornings of waking up with his scent on my skin from the t-shirt I’d stolen, the fabric pressed to my face as I tried to remember every detail of his touch.

It was a beautiful, agonizing torture.

Chloe remained blissfully unaware, caught up in her own summer plans. She talked about Mark and the wedding plans, about maybe heading back to the city early to meet with the florist, about how nice it was to have her brother around for a change.

“You two are getting along so well,” she’d remarked over pancakes one morning, syrup dripping from her fork. “Remember when you used to hide behind me whenever he came into the room?”

Jake had looked up from his coffee, his eyes meeting mine with a slow, secret heat. “She doesn’t hide anymore.”

I’d nearly choked on my orange juice.

The guilt was a low, constant hum beneath the thrill. Every time Chloe laughed, every time she looped her arm through mine and called me her sister-from-another-mister, the hum got louder. But then Jake would catch my eye, his gaze full of a promise that made my stomach flip, and the hum would fade beneath a wave of pure, desperate want.

We were careful. Meticulously so. Our moments were confined to the edges of the day—early mornings before Chloe woke, late afternoons when she went for a run, the deep dead of night. We never left evidence. We never slipped in public.

Until we did.

It was a Thursday. Chloe had driven into town for groceries and a movie with Mark. The lake house was ours, truly alone for the first time in daylight. The tension had been simmering all morning, a live wire strung between us in every shared space.

I was in the living room, attempting to read a book I hadn’t absorbed a single word of, when I felt him behind me. His hands settled on my shoulders, his thumbs digging into the tight muscles.

“You’re all knotted up,” he murmured, his voice close to my ear.

His touch was electric. I leaned back into him, my head falling against his stomach. “I can’t concentrate.”

“On the book?” His fingers trailed down my arms, leaving goosebumps in their wake.

“On anything that isn’t you.”

He turned me around, his hands sliding to my hips. The look in his eyes was predatory and tender all at once. “Chloe’s gone for hours.”

The statement hung between us, thick with implication. My heart started a frantic rhythm against my ribs. We’d never risked it like this. Not in the open, not in a room with so many windows.

“What if she comes back early?” I whispered, even as my hands came up to rest on his chest.

“Then we hear the car.” He dipped his head, his lips brushing the sensitive spot just below my ear. “But I don’t think I can wait until tonight, Sophie.”

His name for me, the one only he used, undid whatever resolve I had left. I surged up and kissed him, hard and hungry. He met me with equal fervor, his tongue sweeping into my mouth, his hands tightening on my hips, hauling me in against him. I could feel the hard length of him through his jeans, pressing into my stomach, and a moan escaped me.

We didn’t make it to a bedroom. The urgency was too great. He walked me backward until my knees hit the plush arm of the sofa, then he guided me down onto it, following me, his body covering mine. The sunlight streamed through the windows, painting gold stripes across his back.

His mouth was everywhere—my lips, my jaw, my throat. He pushed the strap of my sundress off my shoulder, his lips finding the newly exposed skin. “I’ve been thinking about this all week,” he growled against my collarbone. “About tasting you in the light.”

He shoved the fabric down further, my dress pooling at my waist. My bra was a flimsy, lace thing, and he made quick work of the clasp. The air, and his gaze, hit my bare breasts. His eyes darkened, a purely masculine appreciation that made me arch my back.

“So fucking beautiful,” he breathed, before taking a nipple into his mouth.

The sensation was sharp and sweet, a direct line to my core. I cried out, my fingers tangling in his hair, holding him to me. He lavished attention on one breast, then the other, his teeth grazing, his tongue soothing, until I was writhing beneath him, my hips seeking friction.

“Jake, please.”

He kissed a trail down my stomach, his hands pushing my dress up further. He hooked his fingers in the sides of my panties and dragged them down my legs, tossing them aside. Then he settled between my thighs, pushing them apart with his shoulders.

The first touch of his tongue against my clit made me jolt. I gasped, my head falling back against the sofa cushion. He didn’t tease. He feasted. His mouth was hot and wet and relentless, his tongue spearing into me, then circling my clit with a focused pressure that had me seeing stars. He slid one finger, then two, inside me, crooking them in a way that made my vision blur.

“You taste like heaven,” he muttered, his voice rough against my sensitive flesh. “I could do this forever.”

But I was already climbing, the coil in my belly winding impossibly tight. The daylight, the risk, the sheer overwhelming reality of Jake Calloway between my legs—it all combusted. My climax ripped through me, a silent, shuddering wave that clenched around his fingers and had me biting my own fist to keep from screaming his name.

Before I could come down, he was moving. He stood, pulling me up with him, turning me around to face the back of the sofa. He pressed a kiss to my shoulder blade as his hands went to his belt.

I heard the clink of the buckle, the rasp of his zipper. Then he was nudging my legs apart from behind, his cock, hot and velvety-steel, pressing against my entrance.

His hand curled around my jaw, guiding — not forcing — my head around until I was watching him over my shoulder in the sunlit room, his voice guttural.

“This is mine,” he said, the words a possessive rumble. “You’re mine.”

And he thrust into me, deep and complete in one smooth, devastating stroke.

I cried out, my hands gripping the sofa cushions. He was so big, filling me so perfectly, the stretch a delicious ache. He held still for a moment, fully seated, letting me adjust, his forehead dropped against my back.

Then he began to move.

His pace was relentless, each thrust hitting a spot inside me that made my knees buckle. He held my hips steady, his fingers digging into my flesh, angling me to take him deeper. The sounds were obscene—skin slapping against skin, our ragged breaths, my whimpered pleas for more.

One of his hands slid around my hip, his fingers finding my clit again, rubbing tight, frantic circles. The dual sensation was too much. I was hurtling toward another peak, my muscles tightening around him.

“Come for me, Sophie,” he growled in my ear, his thrusts becoming harder, faster. “Let go.”

I did. No slow build this time — just a wall I hit at full speed, my whole body seizing around him, a sound tearing out of me that was too loud for a house with the windows open to the yard. He followed almost instantly, a ragged shout muffled against my shoulder, his hips stuttering as he came.

We went down in a heap against the sofa cushions, still joined, still shaking. He didn’t pull out. He just pressed his face into the curve of my neck and stayed there, both of us breathing like we’d run somewhere.

For a long time, we just breathed.

Eventually, he softened and slipped out of me. He turned me in his arms, cradling me against his chest, stroking my hair. We were a mess—my dress bunched around my waist, his jeans around his ankles, the smell of sex thick in the sun-warmed air.

It was perfect. It was ours.

And it was the moment Chloe walked in.

The sound of the front door opening was so mundane, so ordinary, that it took a full two seconds for the horror to register. We froze, locked together.

Chloe’s voice, cheerful and loud, called out, “Hey, losers! I forgot my wallet. And I have news about—”

She rounded the corner into the living room. Her steps stopped. The sentence died.

I will remember the look on her face until the day I die. The cheerful curiosity melting into confusion, then dawning comprehension, then a devastation so complete it turned her features to stone. Her gaze swept over us—Jake’s bare back, my disheveled dress, the intimate way we were tangled together, the undeniable truth of it.

The wallet slipped from her fingers and hit the floor with a soft thud.

Jake moved first, pulling the hem of my dress down with a swift, protective motion before he stood, yanking his jeans up. “Chloe—”

She took a step back, her hand flying to her mouth. Her eyes, wide and wounded, flickered from him to me, still prone on the sofa, exposed and guilty.

“Chloe, wait,” I managed, my voice a broken thread.

But she didn’t wait. She turned and fled. The slam of the front door echoed through the house like a gunshot.

The silence that followed was suffocating. Jake stood frozen, his hands clenched at his sides. I stared at the space where she’d been, a cold dread seeping into my bones, chasing away the last of the warmth Jake had left inside me.

He finally turned to look at me. His face was pale, his eyes haunted. “Fuck.”

I scrambled up, my legs shaky. I fumbled with my dress, trying to make myself decent, as if that could undo what she’d seen. “We have to go after her. We have to explain.”

“Explain what?” His voice was hollow. “That we’ve been lying to her? Fucking behind her back in her own house?”

His words were a physical blow. “It wasn’t just that,” I whispered, tears stinging my eyes.

“It doesn’t matter what it was to us. It’s what it looks like to her.” He ran a hand over his face. “I told you. I told you we had to be careful.”

“And we were!” The defense sounded pathetic even to my own ears.

“Not careful enough.” He looked at me, and for a terrifying second, I saw the wall go up behind his eyes. The Jake who had just claimed me as his, who had looked at me with such raw possession, was gone, replaced by the protective older brother, the man consumed by guilt. “I have to find her.”

He strode from the room, pulling a t-shirt over his head as he went. I heard the jingle of his keys, the rev of his truck’s engine a moment later.

And then I was alone.

The house felt monstrously empty. The sunlight that had felt so warm and illicit minutes before now felt harsh, exposing every stain on the sofa, every dust mote dancing in the air, every piece of my broken best friend’s life. I cleaned up on trembling legs, my movements robotic. I righted cushions. I found my discarded panties and stuffed them in my pocket. I stood in the shower under scalding water, trying to wash the feeling of his skin from mine, but it was branded there.

He didn’t come back that night.

Chloe didn’t answer my calls. My texts went unread.

I paced the guest room, my stomach a knot of pure nausea. The secret wasn’t warm and alive anymore. It was a corpse rotting between us, and the stench was choking me.

It was past midnight when I finally heard the truck pull up. I rushed to the window, peering through the blinds. Jake got out alone, his shoulders slumped. He looked up at the house, his face etched with exhaustion in the porch light. He didn’t come in. He just stood there, staring at the door.

I couldn’t stand it. I pulled on a hoodie and went outside.

The night air was cool. He didn’t turn as I approached.

“Did you find her?” My voice was small.

“She’s at a friend’s. Marissa’s. She won’t talk to me.” He finally looked at me, and for the first time since I’d known him, Jake Calloway looked old. “She said I betrayed her. That you betrayed her. That we’ve been laughing at her.”

“We haven’t—”

“I know,” he cut in, his voice tired. “But that’s what it feels like to her. Her brother and her best friend. The two people she trusted most.”

The tears I’d been holding back spilled over. “I never wanted to hurt her.”

“Neither did I.” He reached out, his thumb brushing a tear from my cheek. The gesture was so tender it made me ache. “But we did, Sophie. We did.”

“So what does that mean?” I asked, the question hanging between us, fragile and terrifying.

He was silent for a long time, his gaze searching my face. “She asked me to end it. To never see you again. To pretend it never happened.”

The world tilted. “And what did you say?”

“I told her I couldn’t promise that.” He took a step closer, his hand cupping my jaw. “Because I can’t. I can’t pretend it didn’t happen. I can’t pretend I don’t want you. I’ve spent years pretending, and I’m done.”

Hope, sharp and painful, lanced through the guilt. “But Chloe…”

“I love my sister,” he said, his voice firm. “But this… you… it’s not a mistake. It’s not just some secret hook-up. Is it?”

I shook my head, more tears falling. “No.”

“I have to make her understand that. It might take time. It might be ugly. But I’m choosing you, Sophie. I’m choosing us.”

He kissed me then, under the star-dusted sky. It wasn’t a kiss of passion, but of promise. Of fortification. It tasted of salt and resolve.

When he pulled back, he rested his forehead against mine. “Come inside,” he said softly. “Stay with me tonight. Not to hide. Just to be with me.”

I followed him into the house, into his room. We didn’t have sex. We undressed quietly and slid under the covers. He pulled me into his arms, my back against his chest, his legs slotting behind mine. He held me like he was anchoring us both.

“I’m scared,” I whispered into the dark.

His arms tightened around me. “Me too.”

“What do we do tomorrow?”

He kissed the top of my head. “We face it. Together.”

The words should have been a comfort. But as I lay there, listening to the unfamiliar silence of the house—the absence of Chloe’s laughter, her music, her life—all I felt was the vast, lonely cost of our choice. The warmth of his body was the only thing holding the chill at bay, and I clung to it, praying it would be enough.


Chapter 6 — Worth It

I didn’t sleep. I drifted in a shallow, anxious haze, tethered to the world only by the steady rhythm of Jake’s breath against the nape of my neck and the solid weight of his arm draped over my waist. The first gray light of dawn crept through the blinds, painting the room in shades of guilt and consequence. The silence wasn’t peaceful; it was accusatory. It was the sound of Chloe’s absence.

I felt Jake stir behind me. His hand flexed against my stomach, pulling me infinitesimally closer. He was awake, too. Neither of us spoke. There was nothing to say that hadn’t been said under the stars, and now, in the cold light of morning, the reality was a boulder sitting on my chest.

Eventually, he pressed a soft kiss to my shoulder. “Coffee,” he murmured, his voice rough with sleep and unshed emotions.

He slid out of bed, and the loss of his warmth was immediate and profound. I watched him pull on a pair of sweatpants, the muscles of his back flexing. He was a beautiful man, and the sight of him, so intimately familiar to me now, sent a pang through my heart that was equal parts desire and despair. This was what we’d fought for. This was what we might lose.

I wrapped myself in his oversized t-shirt and followed him to the kitchen. The house was a tomb. Every empty space screamed of Chloe—her favorite mug on the drying rack, a half-read book on the coffee table, the particular way she’d left the throw pillows on the couch.

Jake moved with a quiet, determined efficiency. He ground the beans, filled the machine, leaned against the counter while it gurgled to life. His profile was grim.

“I should text her,” I said, my voice small in the quiet kitchen.

“Give her the morning,” Jake said, not looking at me. “Let her cool off. Then… we go together.”

“She won’t want to see me.”

“Then she’ll have to tell us both to leave,” he said, finally turning his head. His eyes were tired but unwavering. “I meant what I said, Sophie. Together.”

The coffee finished. He poured two mugs, handed me one. Our fingers brushed, and the contact was electric, a tiny spark of us in the desolation. We took our mugs to the back deck, sitting side-by-side on the steps, watching the lake come alive with the sunrise. It was achingly beautiful, a painting of pinks and golds on still water. It felt like a mockery.

“What’s the plan?” I asked, sipping the bitter, bracing coffee.

“The plan is to be honest,” he said. “To apologize for the secrecy, not for what we feel. To tell her I love you. That I’m in love with you. That it’s not some fling. That I’m not going anywhere.”

The words I love you hung in the air between us. He’d said it’s not just a secret hook-up, but this was the first time he’d said the words so directly, so declaratively. My breath caught.

“I love you, too,” I whispered, the truth of it a solid, undeniable thing inside me, a counterweight to the fear.

He reached over and took my hand, lacing our fingers together. We sat like that, in silence, until our coffee was gone and the sun had fully risen, burning off the mist on the water.



We waited until eleven. Every minute was an eternity of rehearsed speeches and imagined disasters. Finally, Jake stood up. “Okay. Let’s go.”

We drove to Chloe’s apartment in his truck, the same truck where we’d shared our first real, world-shifting kiss. The air between us was thick with tension. He parked, turned off the engine, and looked at me.

“Ready?”

“No.”

“Me either.”

We walked to her door. Jake knocked—three firm, deliberate raps.

A long moment passed. Then the lock clicked, and the door opened. Chloe stood there. She looked like she hadn’t slept either. Her eyes were puffy, her face pale. She looked at Jake, then at me, standing slightly behind him, and her expression hardened.

“What.” It wasn’t a question.

“Can we come in?” Jake asked, his voice calm, steady. The big brother voice, but with a new layer of firmness beneath it.

She hesitated, then shrugged and turned away, leaving the door open. We followed her into the small, sunny living room. She didn’t sit. She crossed her arms over her chest, a human shield.

“Chloe,” I began, my voice trembling. “I am so, so sorry we hurt you. That I hurt you. Keeping it from you was the worst thing I’ve ever done to a friend.”

She stared at a point on the wall behind me. “You lied to my face. For weeks.”

“I know,” Jake said, stepping slightly forward, putting himself physically between us, not as a barrier, but as a bridge. “And that’s on me. I told her to keep it quiet. I thought… I thought I was protecting you from being in the middle. It was stupid and patronizing. And wrong.”

“Protecting me?” Chloe’s laugh was brittle. “From what? My best friend and my brother… what, dating? Why would I need protection from that? Unless you knew it was shitty. Unless you knew it would blow up in your faces.”

“It’s not shitty, Chlo,” Jake said, his voice dropping, softening. “That’s what we’re here to say. It’s the realest thing I’ve ever had.”

Her gaze flicked to him, then back to me. “How long?”

“Since your barbecue,” I said quietly. “The night he came home.”

“That whole time?” Her eyes widened. “You’ve been… under my roof, at the lake house, while I was right there?”

The shame was a physical burn. “Yes.”

She shook her head, a tear finally escaping and tracking down her cheek. “I feel so stupid. The late nights. The ‘lakeside walks.’ God.” She wiped at her cheek angrily. “Do you remember what you told me, freshman year, when I was crying about Danny Ruiz? You made me swear a pact. No secrets between us, ever, because everybody else in our lives came and went, but we didn’t get to. We were the constant. I have believed that for thirteen years, Sophie. I built things on it.” Her voice cracked. “So what? You’re here for my blessing? You think that makes it okay?”

“No,” Jake said firmly. “We’re here to tell you the truth. To face you. And to tell you that I love her. I’m in love with Sophie. And I’m not asking for your permission. I’m asking for your understanding. Because you’re my sister, and I love you, and she’s your best friend, and she loves you. And we don’t want to lose you. But we choose each other.”

The words were a gut-punch, even to me. They were absolute. Final.

Chloe stared at him, her mouth slightly open. The anger seemed to deflate out of her, replaced by a profound, bewildered hurt. “You love her.”

“Yes.”

She looked at me. “Do you?”

“With everything I am,” I said, tears streaming freely now. “He’s it for me, Chlo. I tried to ignore it. I tried to pretend it was just a crush. But it’s not. He’s my person.”

Silence stretched, thick and suffocating. Chloe looked back and forth between us, as if seeing us for the first time. Seeing the way Jake’s body was angled toward me, a silent show of solidarity. Seeing the raw, unguarded truth on my face.

“You should have told me,” she said finally, her voice hollow. “From the start.”

“We should have,” I agreed. “There’s no excuse.”

She took a deep, shuddering breath. “I need… I need time. I can’t just… flip a switch and be okay with this. The lying… it hurts. It really fucking hurts.”

“I know,” Jake said softly. “Take all the time you need. We’ll be here.”

She nodded, looking exhausted. “I want you to go now. Please.”

We didn’t argue. We left her apartment, the door closing softly but definitively behind us. The drive back to the lake house was silent. The initial battle was over. We hadn’t won, but we hadn’t been completely destroyed. It was a stalemate, heavy with the potential for future loss.

Back at the house, the tension didn’t dissipate; it transmuted. The emotional purge, the naked confession of love, the fragile hope that Chloe wouldn’t hate us forever—it all churned inside me, a storm seeking an outlet. Jake felt it too. I could see it in the set of his jaw, the restless energy in his hands as he paced the living room.

He stopped suddenly, turning to face me. “She’ll come around.”

“Will she?”

“Yes,” he said, with a conviction I didn’t feel. “Because what we have is real. And she’ll see that.”

He walked toward me, and the air in the room shifted. The grief and anxiety began to curl at the edges, burned away by a more immediate, more primal heat. We’d bared our souls. Now our bodies needed to reconfirm the connection.

He stopped inches from me. “I told her I love you,” he said, his voice low.

“You did.”

“I need you to feel it,” he said, his hands coming up to frame my face. His thumbs stroked my cheeks. “Not just hear it.”

My breath hitched. “Jake…”

He kissed me. It wasn’t like the soft, promising kiss from last night. This was a claiming. A desperate, hungry reaffirmation. His mouth slanted over mine, his tongue sweeping past my lips, tasting me, owning me. I melted into him, my hands fisting in the soft cotton of his shirt. All the fear, the guilt, the uncertainty—I poured it into that kiss, and he drank it down, giving back only fierce, unwavering certainty.

He broke the kiss, breathing hard. “Bedroom. Now.”

He didn’t wait for an answer. He took my hand and led me down the hall, his stride purposeful. The moment we crossed the threshold into his room, the world narrowed to just us. The morning light streamed in, harsh and real. There would be no shadows to hide in now.

He turned me to face him, his eyes dark and intense. “I need to see you,” he said, his voice gravel. “All of you.”

My fingers went to the hem of his t-shirt I was wearing. I pulled it over my head, letting it drop to the floor. I stood before him in just my panties, exposed not just physically, but emotionally. He let his gaze travel over me, a slow, deliberate inventory that made my skin prickle.

“You’re so fucking beautiful,” he breathed. Then his own clothes came off—the sweatpants, the shirt—until he was just as bare. His cock was already hard, curving up toward his stomach. The sight of him, fully aroused and completely focused on me, sent a bolt of pure, liquid need straight to my core.

He closed the distance, his hands skimming up my sides, over my ribs, to cup my breasts. His thumbs circled my nipples, teasing them into tight peaks. “Mine,” he whispered, leaning down to take one into his mouth.

I cried out, my head falling back as he suckled, his tongue flicking and swirling. The sensation was almost too much, a direct line of pleasure from my nipple to my clit, which throbbed insistently. He lavished attention on one breast, then the other, his hands roaming down my back to grip my ass and drag me in until there was no space left between us. I could feel his hard length pressing against my stomach.

“Jake,” I gasped. “Please.”

He guided me backward until my knees hit the bed. I sat, then lay back, watching as he followed me down, settling between my thighs. He kissed a trail down my stomach, over the waistband of my panties, hooking his fingers in them and pulling them down my legs. I was completely open to him now.

He didn’t hesitate. He pressed my thighs apart and lowered his mouth to my pussy.

The first touch of his tongue was a revelation. A sharp, electric jolt of pure sensation. He licked a long, slow stripe from my opening to my clit, and my hips jerked off the bed. He held me down with a firm hand on my stomach, his other hand spreading me wider.

“So sweet,” he murmured against me, before diving back in.

This wasn’t like before. This wasn’t the exploratory, teasing foreplay of our first times. This was worship. This was communion. He ate me like a man starved, his tongue fucking into me, then swirling around my clit, then lapping at me with broad, flat strokes. He found a rhythm that had me seeing stars, one hand coming up to pinch and roll my nipple as he sucked my clit into his mouth.

The orgasm built fast, a tight coil in my belly. “Jake, I’m gonna… I’m…”

He grunted in approval, his tongue working faster. He slid two fingers inside me, curling them, and that was all it took. I came with my thighs locked around his head and both hands fisted in his hair, arching so hard off the mattress I heard myself make a sound I’d deny later, riding it out in slow, aching pulls while he gentled his mouth, licking me through the aftershocks until I was oversensitive and twitching, batting weakly at his head.

Before I could even come down, he was moving up my body, his weight settling over me. His cock, slick with my arousal, pressed against my entrance. He braced himself on his elbows, looking down at me, his face flushed, his lips glistening, and I opened my eyes on my own this time — I didn’t want to miss this.

“I love you,” he said, each word a vow. Then he pushed inside me.

He filled me in one smooth, deep stroke, stretching me perfectly. We both groaned. He was so deep, so utterly connected. He held himself there, seated to the root, letting me feel every inch of him.

“You feel that?” he rasped. “That’s me loving you. That’s me choosing you. Every day. Always.”

Tears leaked from the corners of my eyes. He began to move, pulling out almost all the way before sinking back in. It was a slow, relentless rhythm, a physical manifestation of his words. Each thrust was a promise. Each slide was a claim. He kissed me, swallowing my whimpers, my whispered “I love yous.”

The friction was exquisite, building another orgasm from the ashes of the first. I wrapped my legs around his waist, heels digging into his ass, urging him deeper, faster. He complied, his pace increasing, his thrusts becoming harder, more urgent. The sound of our bodies meeting, skin slapping against skin, filled the room, mingling with our ragged breaths.

“Touch yourself,” he growled in my ear. “Come for me again. Let me feel you.”

My hand slipped between us, my fingers finding my swollen clit. The moment I touched myself, the coil snapped. My pussy clenched around his cock in a series of intense, pulsing spasms. I cried out, my body bowing under his.

The sensation of me milking him pushed him over the edge. He drove into me one last time and stopped there, every muscle in his back gone rigid under my hands, and came apart with a low, broken sound right against my ear — not loud this time, nothing performed about it, just Jake, undone, saying my name like it was the only word he had left.

He didn’t collapse so much as ease down, like he’d been holding some of his weight back on purpose and finally let it go. We lay like that, sweaty and spent, his heart slamming against mine, for a long time. Slowly, he softened and slipped out of me, but he didn’t roll away. He gathered me into his arms, tucking my head under his chin.

“Together,” he whispered into my hair, echoing his promise from the night before.

This time, I believed him.



A week passed. A week of tense silence from Chloe. A week of Jake and me learning to exist in the open. We cooked meals together in the quiet lake house. We swam in the lake as the sun set. We made love in his bed, in the shower, once against the kitchen counter—each time a reclamation, a celebration of our choice.

Then, on a Thursday evening, my phone buzzed on the coffee table. A text from Chloe.

Chloe: Are you home? At the lake house?

My heart leapt into my throat. I showed Jake.

“Tell her yes,” he said, his hand finding mine.

Me: Yes. Both of us.

Chloe: I’m coming over.

She arrived twenty minutes later. She looked better—more rested, less haunted. She stood on the deck, not coming inside. Jake and I went out to meet her.

She looked at our joined hands, then up at our faces. She took a deep breath.

“I’ve been an asshole,” she said.

“No, you haven’t—” I started.

“Yes, I have,” she interrupted. “I was hurt. I am hurt. But… I’ve been thinking. A lot. About all the times you were weirdly defensive of each other. About how you lit up when he came into a room, Soph. About how he’d ask about you in this specific way.” She looked at Jake. “You’ve never looked at anyone the way you look at her.”

Jake’s hand tightened around mine.

“I don’t like being lied to,” she continued. “That’s gonna take a minute. But… seeing you two now.” She gestured at us. “It’s kind of disgustingly obvious. You fit.”

Hope, fragile and beautiful, bloomed in my chest.

“So,” she said, squaring her shoulders. “I’m not saying it’s okay. Yet. But I’m saying… I want it to be. You’re my brother. And you’re my best friend. And I’d rather have you both in my life, together, than lose either of you.” A tear spilled over. “Just… no more secrets. From now on, you’re just… grossly in love. Deal?”

I let go of Jake’s hand and crossed the deck in two steps, pulling her into a tight hug. She stiffened for a second, then melted, her arms coming around me. “I’m so sorry, Chlo.”

“I know,” she mumbled into my shoulder. “Just… be happy, okay? Or I’ll have to kick his ass.”

Over my shoulder, I saw Jake smile, a real, full, relieved smile. “Deal,” he said.



Two Months Later

The summer heat had begun to mellow into the golden warmth of early fall. Jake and I stood on the end of the dock, the same dock where our secret had truly begun. He was behind me, his arms wrapped around my waist, his chin resting on my shoulder. We were watching the sunset paint the lake in fire.

Chloe was inside the house, unpacking groceries. She was coming for dinner. It wasn’t perfect yet. There were still moments of awkwardness, stilted silences. But we were trying. We were a work in progress.

She’d married Mark three weeks earlier — a small courthouse affair she’d insisted on, no fuss, no big to-do, just the two of them and their parents crowded into a municipal office that smelled like burnt coffee. I’d cried through all five minutes of it, so relieved she’d finally gotten to have her own good thing, untouched by any of the fallout Jake and I had left behind. She hadn’t wanted a summer of drama trailing after her into her own wedding, she’d told me, and she’d gotten exactly the quiet, unremarkable ceremony she asked for. Married life agreed with her. She showed up tonight already talking about house-hunting with Mark two towns over, more like her old self than she’d been in months.

Jake nuzzled my neck. “I have something for you,” he murmured.

“Yeah?”

He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small, black velvet box. My breath caught. He opened it. Nestled inside wasn’t a ring. It was a simple, beautiful necklace—a delicate gold chain with a small, polished piece of lake stone, the one he’d skipped across the water the day we’d finally given in.

“It’s not a promise for someday,” he said softly, taking it out and fastening it around my neck. The cool stone settled against my skin. “It’s a promise for right now. For every day. This is where we started. This is where I knew. You’re my always, Sophie.”

I turned in his arms, tears in my eyes. I touched the stone at my throat, then reached up to cup his face. “I don’t need a someday,” I said. “I just need you.”

He kissed me, slow and deep, under the dying light of the sun. It was a kiss of home. Of a secret finally, joyfully, worth every risk. Of a forbidden love that had fought its way into the light, and found it was exactly where it belonged.


Chapter 7 — The Only Promise

The stone from the necklace felt warm against my skin, a constant, solid weight. Jake’s kiss deepened, his hands sliding from my waist up my back, pulling me tighter against him. I could feel the hard ridge of his arousal through our clothes, a familiar, thrilling pressure. My body responded instantly, a liquid heat pooling low in my belly.

A screen door slammed in the distance, breaking the spell. We pulled apart, breathing ragged. Chloe’s voice called out from the house, “Hey, you two! Are you planning on eating this food, or just letting it rot while you make out on the dock?”

We laughed, the sound shaky with unspent desire. Jake pressed his forehead to mine, his eyes dark and promising. “Later,” he whispered, the word a vow.

“Later,” I echoed, my voice thick.

Dinner was surprisingly easy. Chloe had made her famous lemon-herb chicken, and the three of us sat around the worn oak table in the lake house kitchen, the air filled with the smell of rosemary and the comfortable sounds of cutlery on plates. Chloe talked about her new job, her voice animated, and Jake listened with that quiet, focused attention he had. He’d always been a good big brother. He still was.

I watched them, this ache of gratitude swelling in my chest. It wasn’t fixed, not completely. But we were here. We were trying. That was everything.

“So,” Chloe said, pointing her fork at Jake, “you’re really sticking around? No more jetting off to save failing tech startups?”

“The startup’s not failing,” Jake said, a smile playing on his lips. “It’s thriving. Which means I can run it from here. My CFO is handling the day-to-day in San Jose. My day-to-day is here.” His gaze flicked to me, warm and possessive, before returning to his sister. “I’m done with the coast-to-coast thing.”

“Good,” Chloe said, and she meant it. Then she looked at me, her expression softening. “And you. You’re okay with having this lug around all the time?”

I reached under the table, finding Jake’s hand and threading my fingers through his. “I think I can handle it.”

After dinner, Chloe insisted on doing the dishes alone. “You two go,” she said, shooing us toward the living room. “You’ve earned some alone time after the drama I put you through.”

We didn’t need to be told twice. We ended up on the big, overstuffed couch in front of the cold fireplace. Jake sat back, and I curled into his side, my head on his shoulder. The television was on, some old movie murmuring in the background, but neither of us was watching.

His fingers traced patterns on my arm, over the thin cotton of my sleeve. Every pass of his fingertips sent little shocks through me. The promise of ‘later’ sat between us like something we’d both agreed not to look at directly.

“You know,” he said after a long, comfortable silence, his voice a low rumble against my ear, “I never properly apologized.”

“For what?”

“For that first time. In the boathouse. I was… rough. I’d wanted you for so long, Sophie. It all just came out. I should have been slower. More tender.”

I turned my face into his neck, breathing in his clean, woodsy scent. “I didn’t want slow and tender that night,” I said honestly. “I wanted exactly what you gave me. I wanted to feel how much you wanted me. It was perfect.”

He tilted my chin up, his eyes searching mine. “Yeah?”

“Yeah.” I shifted, swinging one leg over his so I was straddling his lap on the couch. The old springs creaked. The movie’s light played over his face. “And I want you now. Right here.”

His mouth curved, slow and a little reckless. He glanced toward the kitchen doorway. We could hear Chloe humming, the clatter of plates. “Your best friend is thirty feet away.”

I leaned down, my lips brushing his. “So be quiet.”

The kiss was a catalyst. It started soft, a mere touching of mouths, but it ignited instantly. His hands came up to grip my hips, holding me firmly against the hard length of him. I rocked against him, a slow, deliberate grind, and he groaned into my mouth.

His tongue swept inside, claiming, tasting. I met him thrust for thrust, my hands tangling in his hair. The careful control we’d maintained all evening shattered. We were all hungry hands and desperate kisses, the threat of discovery only pouring gasoline on the fire.

He broke the kiss, his breathing harsh. “Upstairs. Now.”

We untangled ourselves, moving with a forced casualness as we walked past the kitchen. Chloe had her back to us, scrubbing a pot. “Going up to bed,” Jake called, his voice remarkably steady.

“Night, lovebirds!” she called back, not turning around.

The moment his bedroom door clicked shut behind us, he had me pinned against it. His mouth crashed down on mine, a kiss of pure possession. There was no pretense now, no holding back. I clawed at his shirt, pulling it up and over his head. He did the same for me, my sundress joining his shirt on the floor in a heap.

He looked at me, standing there in just my lace panties and the necklace, his eyes blazing with heat. “You are so fucking beautiful,” he growled, his hands coming up to cup my breasts, his thumbs circling my nipples until they were tight, aching peaks.

I pushed him back toward the bed. “Less talking,” I breathed.

He fell onto the mattress, pulling me down on top of him. I loved this—loved the weight of him beneath me, the sheer power of his body held in check for me. I kissed my way down his chest, over the hard planes of his abdomen, my tongue dipping into the groove of his hip. His hands fisted in my hair, not guiding, just feeling.

I unbuttoned his jeans, tugging them and his boxer briefs down in one swift motion. His cock sprang free, thick and already leaking. I didn’t hesitate. I wrapped my hand around the base, feeling him pulse against my palm, and took him into my mouth.

He swore, a raw, guttural sound. “Sophie… fuck.”

I loved the taste of him, the salt and musk, the way his body tightened under my ministrations. I loved the control, the power I had to make this strong, confident man come completely undone. I swirled my tongue around the head, then took him deep, my throat relaxing to accept him. His hips jerked involuntarily.

“I’m not going to last if you keep doing that,” he rasped.

I released him with a soft pop. “I don’t want you to last,” I said, crawling back up his body. “I want you now.”

He rolled us, reversing our positions so I was beneath him. He hooked his fingers in the sides of my panties and dragged them down my legs, tossing them aside. Then he settled between my thighs, his weight a delicious pressure. He didn’t enter me. Not yet. He just looked down at me, his gaze so intense it felt like a physical touch.

“I love you,” he said, the words simple and devastating.

“I love you,” I whispered back, my heart so full I thought it might burst.

He reached between us, his fingers finding my wetness, sliding through my folds to circle my clit. I cried out, arching off the bed. He knew my body, knew exactly how to touch me. His thumb pressed firm, rhythmic circles as two fingers slid inside me, curling just right.

“Jake… please…”

“Tell me what you want,” he murmured, his mouth on my neck, sucking lightly.

“You. Inside me. Now.”

He positioned himself at my entrance, the broad head of his cock nudging against me. He pushed in slowly, an inch, then two, letting me feel every ridge, every stretch. My inner muscles clenched around him, pulling him deeper. A low groan tore from his throat.

His forehead dropped to mine, close enough that I could feel him watching even with my eyes shut. I opened them anyway, meeting his stormy gaze. He drove the rest of the way home in one smooth, deep stroke, filling me completely. We both gasped. The feeling was overwhelming—the perfect fullness, the rightness of it. He was mine. I was his.

He began to move, setting a slow, deep rhythm. Each thrust was deliberate, a claiming. I wrapped my legs around his waist, pulling him deeper still. The friction built, a coiling tension in my core. The sound of our bodies meeting, skin slapping against skin, of our ragged breaths mixing, was the only music in the room.

“Touch yourself,” he gritted out, his pace increasing. “Come for me, Sophie.”

I didn’t need to be told twice. My hand slipped between us, my fingers finding my clit. The added stimulation was electric. My vision blurred at the edges. I was so close, balanced on a precipice.

“Jake… I’m going to…”

“Let go,” he urged, his thrusts becoming harder, faster, losing their rhythm. “Come on my cock. Let me feel you.”

That was all it took. Every muscle in my body locked at once, my back bowing off the mattress, my nails carving half-moons into his shoulders while he watched me fall apart like he’d never once get tired of the sight.

It undid him too. He drove deep and stayed there, a hoarse shout torn out of him as he came, his whole body shuddering through it, my name breaking in half on his tongue. When it finally let go of him, he came down slowly, folding himself over me rather than dropping, like even wrecked he was still careful with me.

For a long time, we just lay there, sweaty and tangled, our pulses slowly finding their way back to normal. He finally rolled to the side, pulling me with him so I was curled against his chest. He kissed my temple, my hair.

“Quiet enough for you?” I mumbled into his skin.

He chuckled, the sound vibrating through me. “I think Chloe might have heard the headboard hitting the wall.”

“Worth it.”

“Always.”

We lay in silence for a while, the afterglow wrapping around us like a blanket. My fingers found the stone pendant on my necklace, tracing its smooth surface.

“What are you thinking about?” he asked softly.

“How lucky I am. How I almost let this go.”

His arm tightened around me. “But you didn’t. We didn’t.” He paused. “You know, when I gave you this,” he touched the stone, “I meant it. It’s not a placeholder for a ring. It’s its own thing. A promise of me. Of now.”

I lifted my head to look at him. “I know. And I love it. I don’t need a ring, Jake. I just need this. You. Us.”

He smiled, but there was a thoughtful look in his eyes. “Good to know.”

The next few weeks fell into a rhythm that felt like a dream. Jake worked from the lake house, his laptop set up on the sun-drenched porch. I had freelance graphic design projects to keep me busy. We’d work during the day, stealing kisses between emails, and spend our evenings together—cooking, walking by the lake, tangled up in his bed.

Chloe came over often, and the three of us settled into a new dynamic. It was less best-friend-plus-her-brother, and more a trio of equals. She teased us mercilessly, but it was light, without the bitter edge of betrayal. We were healing.

One afternoon, Jake had a video conference that ran long. I decided to drive into town to pick up ingredients for dinner. The summer sun was high, baking the pavement. I was humming to myself in the produce aisle of the local market, comparing avocados, when a voice behind me made me freeze.

“Sophie?”

I turned. It was Dave, a guy I’d dated briefly, casually, before everything with Jake. He was nice enough, but it had fizzled out quickly. He looked the same—pleasant smile, kind eyes.

“Dave! Hi,” I said, perhaps a bit too brightly.

“How are you? It’s been ages.” He stepped closer, his gaze dropping to my neck. “Nice necklace.”

My hand flew to the stone. “Thanks.”

We made awkward small talk for a minute—work, the weather. Then he said, “So, are you… seeing anyone these days?”

It was an innocent question. A normal question. But it felt loaded. I thought of Jake, probably just finishing his call, maybe already starting to prep dinner because he knew I hated chopping onions. I thought of the way he looked at me when I walked into a room. The way he said my name in his sleep.

“I am, actually,” I said, a genuine smile spreading across my face.

Dave’s smile faltered just a bit. “Lucky guy. Well, I should let you get back to your shopping. It was great seeing you.”

“You too, Dave.”

He walked away, and I let out a breath I didn’t know I’d been holding. It felt good. Not just saying it, but feeling it. The certainty of it. I was someone’s. Jake was mine.

When I got back to the lake house, Jake was on the porch, his call finished. He stood up as I approached, taking the grocery bags from my hands.

“What’s that smile for?” he asked, kissing me hello.

“I just… I’m happy,” I said, simple and true.

He studied my face, then nodded, as if he understood everything. “Me too.”

That night, after dinner, we were back on the dock. The sky was a deep velvet blue, the first stars pricking through. Fireflies danced over the water. We sat side by side, our legs dangling over the edge, shoulders touching.

“I talked to Chloe today,” Jake said, his voice quiet in the twilight. “About the future.”

My pulse skittered. “Oh?”

“She’s okay. More than okay. She said she always kind of knew, in a way. She just needed time to see that I wasn’t going to hurt you. That this was real.”

I leaned my head on his shoulder. “It is real.”

“I know.” He took a deep breath. “I’ve been thinking… this house. It’s been in our family for generations. It’s Chloe’s too, but she’s never been as attached to it as I am. She’s talking about moving to the city next year.”

I sat up, looking at him. “What are you saying?”

He turned to face me, his expression serious, illuminated by the soft glow from the house behind us. “I’m saying I want to buy out her share. I want this to be our home. Not just a summer place. My home base is here now. With you. I want to wake up with you in that bed every morning. I want to make you coffee on that porch. I want to watch our kids learn to skip stones off this dock.”

My breath caught. “Kids?”

A slow smile spread across his face. “Someday. Not tomorrow. But someday.” He reached into the pocket of his jeans. “I meant what I said about the necklace. It’s a promise for right now. But this…” He pulled out another small velvet box, this one navy blue. “This is a promise for all the somedays.”

He opened the box. Nestled inside was a ring. It wasn’t a huge diamond. It was elegant, perfect—a brilliant round stone set in a delicate band of twisted gold, like the roots of an old tree, or the way our lives had twisted together.

“Sophie Bennett,” he said, his voice thick with emotion. “You are the most stubborn, loyal, beautiful woman I have ever known. You loved me even when you shouldn’t. You fought for me even when it cost you. You are my best friend’s sister in every way that matters. Will you marry me? Not because it’s the next step, but because I can’t imagine a single day of my life without you in it.”

Tears streamed down my face, hot and fast. I couldn’t speak. I could only nod, over and over again.

He slid the ring onto my finger. It fit perfectly.

“Yes,” I finally choked out. “Yes, a thousand times yes.”

He kissed me then, under the wide, starry sky, on the dock where our secret had begun and where our future was now beginning. It was a kiss of forever. Of a love that had been forbidden, had been a risk, and had become the only thing that made sense in the entire world.

Later, in our bed—our bed, in our home—he made love to me with a slow, devastating tenderness. There was no frantic heat this time, only a deep, soul-deep connection. He worshipped my body with his hands and his mouth, bringing me to the edge again and again with the soft stroke of his tongue on my clit, the gentle thrust of his fingers inside me, before finally sheathing himself in me and moving with a rhythm that felt like a heartbeat. We came together, a soft, bright unfolding, our bodies locked, our souls entwined.

After, as we lay spent and breathless, he traced the lines of my face. “My wife,” he whispered, as if trying out the words.

I smiled, snuggling closer. “My husband.”

The words were a vow, a seal. The secret was ours to keep now, not because it was forbidden, but because it was precious. It was the foundation we had built everything on. And as I drifted off to sleep in his arms, the lake stone cool against my skin and the ring warm on my finger, I knew with absolute certainty that every risk, every moment of heartache, had been worth it.

He was worth it.

We were worth it.

This was only the beginning.


Chapter 8 — The Beginning

The world didn’t shift on its axis the morning after Jake proposed. It didn’t need to. Everything had already settled into its rightful place, like the quiet stillness of the lake at dawn. I woke with the first blush of sunlight filtering through our bedroom window, still wrapped in his arms, my back pressed against his warm chest, his breath soft on the nape of my neck.

My left hand rested on the pillow, and I stared at the ring in the pale light. It was simple, perfect—a brilliant round stone set in its band of twisted gold, catching the morning light like a held breath. The same ring he’d slipped onto my finger on the dock, under a sky full of stars, where our secret had begun and our future had started. It felt more like a part of me than any piece of jewelry ever had.

He stirred behind me, his arm tightening around my waist, pulling me closer. His lips found my shoulder. “Morning, fiancée,” he murmured, his voice gravelly with sleep.

The word sent a fresh, fizzy thrill through my veins. “Fiancée,” I repeated, testing it. It felt illicit, in the best way. “I like it.”

“You’d better.” He nipped gently at my skin, then soothed the spot with a kiss. “It’s your title now. Permanent status.”

We lay like that for a long while, watching the sun climb and paint the room in gold. There was no urgency to move, no secret to hide. Just us, and the vast, open space of a future we’d claimed.

Eventually, my stomach growled, a loud, unromantic sound that made Jake chuckle. “Breakfast duty,” he declared, rolling out of bed with a grace I’d always envied. He stood, gloriously naked in the morning light, all lean muscle and smooth skin. My gaze traced the familiar lines of his body, the dusting of dark hair across his chest leading down his abdomen. His cock, soft and heavy between his legs, made my mouth go dry with a familiar, instant want. Even now, after everything, the sight of him did that to me.

He caught me looking and smirked. “Eyes up here, Bennett.”

“I’m engaged to the whole package, Calloway. I get to admire all of it.”

His smirk softened into something warmer, more intimate. “Later,” he promised, his voice dropping. “First, I feed you. Can’t have my wife passing out from hunger.”

He pulled on a pair of low-slung sweatpants, leaving his chest bare, and padded out to the kitchen. I wrapped myself in his discarded t-shirt, breathing in his scent, and followed.

The domesticity of it was its own kind of magic. Him scrambling eggs, me buttering toast, our hips bumping by the coffee machine. It was the life I’d fantasized about in my loneliest moments, and now it was mine.

“So,” he said, sliding a perfectly cooked omelet onto my plate. “When do you want to tell Chloe?”

The question landed between us, not with a thud, but with a soft, necessary weight. I set down my knife. “Soon,” I said. “But not today. Today is just for us.”

He nodded, understanding. “Agreed.”

“I want to do it in person. She deserves that.”

“She does.” He reached across the table, taking my hand, his thumb stroking over my ring. “And she’s going to be thrilled for us, Soph. She already loves this. She loves you. She loves me. She’s just been waiting for the paperwork to catch up to the feelings.”

I wanted to believe him. I mostly did. But a sliver of old guilt, a ghost of the secret we’d kept, lingered in the corners of my heart. “I hope so.”

“I know so.” He said it with such conviction that I had to smile. Jake had always been the sure one. My anchor.

After breakfast, we took our coffee out to the dock. The lake was a mirror, reflecting the clear blue sky and the pines that crowded the shoreline. We sat side by side, our legs dangling over the water, shoulders touching.

“Remember the first time we stood out here — well, over there.” I nodded toward the far railing, near the boathouse steps. “The card game was still going inside, and you told me to tell you to stop.”

“And you didn’t,” he said without hesitation.

“I said no. Twice.”

He turned his head, his eyes catching the light. “I remember exactly what you said.”

The memory sat between us, warm and a little dangerous even now. The charged air, the way his hand had hovered near my arm before he let himself touch me, the second the pretending stopped being possible. It had been the point of no return, and neither of us had so much as slowed down to look back.

He set his mug down on the weathered wood of the dock. His hand came up to cup my jaw, his fingers sliding into my hair. “I think about that night all the time,” he said, his voice low and rough. “How you tasted. How you felt under my hands. The sound you made when I finally pushed inside you.”

Heat pooled low in my belly, swift and insistent. “Jake…”

“We’re engaged now,” he murmured, leaning in, his breath warm on my lips. “Think that means I get to have you whenever I want?”

“I think,” I whispered, closing the last inch between us, “it means I get to have you whenever I want.”

The kiss was slow and deep, a languid exploration that quickly caught fire. It was different from the desperate, hungry kisses of our secret days. This was a claiming, a celebration. He owned me, and I owned him, and the knowledge of it poured gasoline on the already smoldering embers between us.

He pulled back, his eyes dark. “Come here.”

He lay back on the sun-warmed planks, pulling me with him until I was straddling his hips. My thin t-shirt and his sweatpants were laughable barriers. I could feel the hard line of his erection pressing against me, and I rolled my hips, earning a sharp hiss from him.

“Fuck, Sophie,” he groaned, his hands gripping my thighs. “You’re trying to kill me.”

“Just reminding you what’s yours,” I said, leaning down to kiss him again.

His hands slid up under the hem of my shirt, skimming over my bare waist, my ribs, until his thumbs brushed the undersides of my breasts. He broke the kiss, his gaze locked on mine. “Take this off. I want to see you.”

I sat back, pulling the shirt over my head in one fluid motion. The morning air was cool on my skin, but the heat in his eyes warmed me through. He sat up, his hands coming to cradle my breasts, his thumbs circling my nipples until they tightened into aching points.

“So beautiful,” he breathed, dipping his head to take one peak into his mouth.

I arched into the hot, wet suction, a moan tearing from my throat. My fingers tangled in his hair, holding him to me. He fell back onto the dock, pulling me down with him so I was lying on top of him, skin to skin. His mouth found mine again, his tongue plunging deep. One of his hands slid down my back, over the curve of my ass, and dipped between my legs. He cupped me through my panties, his palm applying a firm, perfect pressure.

“Already so wet for me,” he growled against my lips.

“Always,” I gasped. “It’s always for you.”

He hooked his fingers in the lace of my panties and dragged them down my legs. I kicked them off, leaving me completely naked on the dock in the broad daylight. Exposed. His. The thought sent a shiver of pure desire straight to my core.

He made quick work of his sweatpants, pushing them down just enough to free his cock. It sprang up, thick and hard, the head already glistening. He stroked himself once, his eyes on me, a visual promise.

“Ride me,” he commanded, his voice thick.

I didn’t need to be told twice. I braced my hands on his chest, positioning myself over him. I took him in hand, guiding him to my entrance. Our eyes locked as I sank down, slowly, taking every glorious inch of him inside me.

The feeling was transcendent. The stretch, the fullness, the rightness of it. He filled me completely, a perfect, soul-deep fit. I let out a shaky breath, my head falling back as I adjusted to him.

His hands found my hips, steadying, not pulling. I looked down at him instead of away, wanted to watch this happen on his face instead of closing my eyes against it, the way I almost always did. His expression was fierce, full of a love and a lust so intense it stole my breath. “You’re mine,” he stated, his voice leaving no room for argument.

“I’m yours,” I echoed, and began to move.

I rose up, almost letting him slip out, then sank back down, setting a slow, grinding rhythm. The angle was exquisite, rubbing my clit with every roll of my hips. Pleasure coiled tight and hot in my belly.

His grip on my hips tightened, guiding me, meeting my movements with upward thrusts of his own. The slap of skin on skin, our ragged breaths, and the gentle lap of the lake against the dock pillars were the only sounds in the world.

“That’s it, baby,” he encouraged, his thumbs digging into my flesh. “Take what you need. Take everything.”

I leaned forward, changing the angle, and he groaned, his eyes squeezing shut. “Right there,” he gritted out. “Fuck, Sophie, right there.”

I chased that spot, driving us both higher. My thighs began to burn, but the building orgasm was a stronger force. I could feel his control fraying, his thrusts becoming more urgent, less coordinated.

“I’m close,” I whimpered, my movements growing frantic. “Jake, I’m so close.”

“Come for me,” he demanded, one hand sliding between us to find my clit. He pressed a firm, circling touch right to the heart of my need. “Come on my cock. Let go.”

That was all it took. The coil snapped, and instead of one clean break it kept coming in aftershocks, one on top of the next, my whole body riding it out on top of him with the morning sun hot on my bare back. He held on beneath me, hips punching up hard to meet mine, and came with my name half-shouted into the open air over the lake, not caring, for once, who might hear it carry across the water.

I sagged down onto his chest, boneless, listening to the frantic thump of his heart against my cheek. We lay there, joined, for long minutes, letting the sun finish what he’d started, warming us both slow.

Finally, he shifted, his softening cock slipping from me. He wrapped his arms around me, holding me close. “I love you,” he whispered into my hair.

“I love you more.”

He chuckled, the sound vibrating through his chest. “Impossible.”

We dozed for a bit, right there on the dock, in the open air. It was the most peaceful I’d ever felt.

Later, back inside, we showered together—a slow, soapy, tender affair that almost led to a second round before our stomachs protested again. We made sandwiches and ate them on the living room floor, a picnic in front of the cold fireplace.

“We should do something to celebrate,” Jake said, licking mayonnaise from his thumb. “Just us. Before we tell the world.”

“What did you have in mind?”

He thought for a moment. “Dinner. Somewhere fancy. Where I can show off my beautiful fiancée and her rock.”

I laughed, looking at my ring. “It’s the fanciest rock in the world to me.”

“Good.” He leaned over and kissed me, tasting of bread and mustard and him. “Tonight, then. My treat.”

He booked a table at the nicest restaurant in the next town over, a place with white tablecloths and a view of the mountains. I wore a little black dress I’d bought on a whim and never had occasion to wear, and Jake put on a dark button-down that made his eyes look like storm clouds. We looked like a couple. A real, official, out-in-the-open couple.

The hostess seated us at a corner table. Jake held my chair out for me, his hand lingering on my shoulder. Throughout the meal, he kept touching me—his hand over mine on the table, his foot brushing mine under it, his fingers on the small of my back as we walked to the car. Each touch was a quiet proclamation.

Over dessert—a shared chocolate torte—he grew thoughtful, turning his wine glass by the stem. “I called the leasing office in San Jose this morning,” he said.

“Okay.”

“Told them we’re not renewing the lease on the satellite office. The startup keeps its name there, but it’s official now, on paper—I’m not going back except to visit. My CFO runs the floor day to day. I run the company from wherever you are.”

My chest went warm. “You didn’t have to do all that today, of all days.”

“I wanted to.” He reached for my hand. “I told you at the house I was done with the coast-to-coast thing. I meant it. But there’s meaning it, and there’s hanging up the phone and making it true on paper. I wanted it true before I put a ring on your finger. Wanted you to know exactly what you were saying yes to.”

Tears pricked my eyes. “You’d do that? Unmake your whole setup, just like that?”

“Sophie, I’d move heaven and earth for you. Closing an office is nothing.” He squeezed my fingers. “I want a life with you. A real one. Not weekends and stolen moments. Mornings and evenings, and me pretending I don’t hover while you agonize over a client’s ninth round of logo revisions.”

I laughed through the tears now spilling over. “I do not agonize.”

“You mutter at your laptop in three different voices. It’s adorable. And it’s mine to watch now, every single day.” He grinned, but his eyes were soft. “I’m all in. This is it for me.”

“It’s it for me, too,” I said, my voice thick.

He lifted my hand and pressed a kiss to my ring. “Then it’s settled. Officially. On paper. Forever.”

We drove home under a canopy of stars, my hand resting on his thigh. The future, which had once felt like a terrifying blank page, now unfolded before me like a well-loved map, every path leading back to him.

Back at the house, we didn’t make it to the bedroom. He backed me against the front door the second it closed, his mouth finding mine in the dark hallway. This kiss was different from the one on the dock—less frantic, more profound. A sealing of the promises we’d made over dinner.

He undressed me right there, his hands reverent on my skin. When I was bare, he dropped to his knees before me.

“Jake,” I breathed, my fingers sliding into his hair.

He didn’t answer with words. He answered with his mouth, pressing a hot, open-mouthed kiss to the inside of my thigh. He worked his way upward, his stubble scraping deliciously against my sensitive skin, until his breath ghosted over my core.

“I love the way you taste,” he murmured, and then his tongue was on me.

He licked a long, slow stripe through my folds, and my knees buckled. His hands steadied me, gripping my hips as he feasted on me. He was relentless, circling my clit, sucking gently, then flicking his tongue with rapid precision. Twice he got me right to the edge and eased off, just enough to leave me cursing his name and clawing at the door frame, before he’d dip back in and start building me up all over again.

“Jake, I swear to God—”

“Say please again.” His voice was rough velvet against my thigh. “I like you like this.”

“Please.” I didn’t have an ounce of pride left. “Please, I need you inside me, right now, I can’t—”

He stood in one fluid motion, his own clothes gone now, his cock rigid and eager, slick at the tip from wanting me as much as I wanted him. He hitched one of my legs higher, hooking it over his forearm, and lifted me the rest of the way, my back scraping lightly against the door as he settled between my thighs. He pushed into me in one deep, smooth stroke that stole the air out of my lungs entirely.

Pinned between him and the door, completely at his mercy, I came apart before he’d even started moving. He gave me two seconds to feel it, then began driving into me with hard, unhurried thrusts, each one hitching my whole body up the wood an inch before gravity dragged me back down onto him. The door frame rattled in its hinges. Somewhere down the hall a picture frame ticked against the wall in time with us, and neither of us cared.

“You’re mine,” he chanted against my lips, a mantra with every thrust. “Mine. Mine. Mine.”

“Yours.” I said it back into his mouth like a vow, then lost the ability to say anything at all as a second orgasm built on the wreckage of the first, faster and meaner than the one before it. “Yours, yours, oh God, Jake—”

He came with a guttural groan, his whole body locking against mine, his fingers digging bruises into my thigh that I’d find in the morning and touch like a souvenir. We stayed like that, pinned together, sweat cooling on both of us, neither one in any hurry to move.

He carried me to bed afterward — not because I couldn’t walk, though I probably couldn’t, but because he seemed to want to — and made love to me again there, slowly, sweetly, unraveling every knot the first round had left behind, until we were both too exhausted to do anything but sleep tangled in each other.

The next morning, we called Chloe.

She answered on the second ring. “Well, if it isn’t the two lovebirds,” she said, her voice bright. “To what do I owe the honor of a joint call?”

Jake held my hand, our linked hands resting on the kitchen table. “We have some news, Chlo,” he said, his voice calm and steady.

“Oh God. You’re moving to Fiji. I knew it.”

I laughed, nerves making it sound a little shrill. “Not Fiji.”

“We’re getting married,” Jake said, simple and direct.

There was a beat of silence on the line. A long, terrifying beat.

Then, a shriek so loud we both had to pull the phone away from our ears. “SHUT UP! Are you serious?!”

“Dead serious,” I said, tears already starting.

“Oh my GOD! When? How? Wait, let me guess—he proposed at the lake house, didn’t he? So cliché, Jake. I taught you better!”

The relief that flooded me was so intense it was dizzying. She was happy. Truly, genuinely happy.

We spent the next hour on the phone with her, telling her everything about the proposal itself—the dock, the stars, the ring he’d been carrying around in his pocket for two weeks working up the nerve. She cried. She laughed. She demanded pictures of the ring and immediately started planning an engagement party.

“You’re really okay with all of this?” I asked her, voicing my last, lingering worry. “The wedding. Moving in here for good. Making it official, permanent, no take-backs?”

“Sophie,” she said, her tone softening. “Listen to me. You are my best friend. He is my brother. The two people I love most in the world are choosing each other for keeps. Do you have any idea how fucking awesome that is? I get to keep you both forever now. This isn’t a loss. It’s the biggest win.”

I was full-on crying then, ugly, happy tears. Jake pulled me into his side, kissing my temple.

After we hung up, I felt like I could finally breathe without the last vestige of guilt constricting my lungs. It was done. We were free.

The weeks that followed were a whirlwind of a different kind. Telling Tom was almost anticlimactic — he looked at the ring, looked at the two of us standing there braced for a reaction, and just said, “Finally,” like he’d clocked the whole thing back in June and had been waiting politely for us to catch up. My own parents took it over video call from three states away, my mom crying before Jake even finished the sentence, already asking about venues and whether the lake held decent weather in September. My dad didn’t say much — he never did — but he told me, quiet and a little rough, that he was glad I’d found somebody who looked at me the way Jake did, even through a phone screen. I cried again after we hung up, missing them more than I had in years. We started planning a small, lakeside wedding for the end of the summer. We bickered over flower arrangements and playlist choices — he lobbied hard for his old roommate’s cover band, I lobbied harder for literally anyone else. We merged our books onto one shelf, and he found the stack of self-help titles I’d bought and never opened during his two years in Dubai, and didn’t say a word, just kissed the top of my head and put them on the shelf anyway.

And every night, without fail, he showed me in a thousand ways that I was his.

One evening, a few days before the wedding, we were on the couch, a mess of paperwork for the marriage license spread out between us. I was stressing over a typo on my birth certificate copy.

Jake took the paper from my hands and set it aside. “Enough,” he said, his voice a low rumble. “Come here.”

He pulled me onto his lap, my legs straddling his. He was already hard beneath me. He kissed me, deep and slow, his hands roaming under my sweater.

“We have stuff to do,” I protested weakly, grinding against him.

“This is the most important thing we have to do,” he countered, lifting my sweater over my head. He unhooked my bra with practiced ease and bent his head to my breast, drawing a peaked nipple into his mouth.

I moaned, my fingers tangling in his hair. He laid me back on the couch, following me down, settling between my legs. He made love to me there, in the fading light of the living room, with a focused intensity that left me boneless and breathless. Afterward, as we lay tangled on the couch, he traced the lines of my face.

“You’re my always,” he whispered.

On our wedding day, the sky was a perfect, cloudless blue. We stood on the end of the dock, surrounded by just our immediate families and Chloe, who was my maid of honor and his best woman. I wore a simple linen dress, and he wore a shirt the color of the lake at twilight.

We wrote our own vows. Jake went first, and his hands shook a little around the index card he’d sworn he didn’t need. “I spent two years on the other side of the world telling myself you were off-limits,” he said, not looking at the card at all. “Told myself so many times I almost believed it. Then I came home, and you were standing in my parents’ backyard in a blue-flowered dress, and every rule I’d ever made about you fell apart in about four seconds. Sophie, I promise you the boring stuff — the coffee, the dishwasher repairs, showing up. But I also promise you this: I will never again pretend not to want you, in front of anyone, for any reason. Not for a single day of the rest of our lives.” Somewhere behind me, Chloe made a sound halfway between a laugh and a sob.

I’d written three drafts and thrown them all out that morning, so what I said instead was smaller, truer. “I promise to choose you on the easy days and the hard ones. I promise that if we ever have a secret again, it’ll be a good one — like where I hid your birthday present, not who I’m in love with. I already did the terrifying version of this vow, back on the deck at your parents’ house, when I told you not to stop. This is just me saying it out loud, in front of everyone, the way I should have been brave enough to from the start.”

When the officiant pronounced us husband and wife, Jake didn’t wait for permission to kiss me. He swept me into his arms and kissed me like he was drowning and I was air. Our guests cheered, and Chloe wolf-whistled.

That night, in the master bedroom of the lake house we now owned together, he made love to me as my husband. It was slow, and sweet, and so deeply emotional I cried. After, as we lay skin-to-skin in the dark, his heartbeat under my ear, I thought of the long, winding path that had led us here. The years of silent longing, the months of stolen bliss, the fear of getting caught, the pain of being found out, and the hard-won joy of choosing each other, openly and forever.

“Worth it,” I whispered into the darkness.

He heard me. His arms tightened around me. “Every second,” he murmured back.

And as I drifted toward sleep, wrapped in the arms of my best friend’s brother, my secret lover, my fiancé, my husband, I thought of Chloe’s laugh carrying across the water that afternoon, and of the paint swatches Jake had already, jokingly, not-jokingly, taped to the door of the spare room down the hall—soft yellows and greens, a color for a someday he wasn’t ready to say out loud yet. Somewhere past the dock, past the dark line of the pines, an entire life was waiting for us to grow into it, one ordinary Tuesday at a time.

I didn’t need this to be a beginning anymore. Beginnings were for people still waiting to see if a thing would hold.

I just needed it to be ours. And it was.
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