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Preface

They all swore they were only here for the weekend.

A simple escape — a countryside house with sprawling gardens, a view of the lake, and a promise of no distractions except wine, laughter, and late-night firelight.

 

But Layla had been in enough of these “friendly getaways” to know the real danger was never in the wine, or the laughter. It was in the way Damien’s gaze lingered too long when she passed him the corkscrew. It was in the brush of Ethan’s fingers against her lower back when he claimed he was “just moving past.” It was in how Camille’s low voice could turn an innocent question into something that made Layla’s stomach twist and her skin flush.

 

They all knew each other. They all had histories. Some were spoken of openly, others left buried — though the weight of those unspoken memories sat heavy in the room whenever two people’s eyes met for a beat too long.

 

No one would admit they came here for anything other than fresh air and shared meals. But as the weekend unfolded, Layla could feel the air growing warmer, thicker — the kind of warmth that made you aware of every inch of fabric against your skin, every accidental touch, every glance that lasted one heartbeat longer than it should.

 

And somewhere in that warmth, there was an unspoken truth: someone was going to cross a line before Sunday night.





Chapter 1 – “The House on Waverly Hill”

Layla arrived just before dusk, her heels crunching softly over the gravel drive as she pulled her overnight bag from the back seat. The Waverly Hill house rose before her — tall windows glowing gold against the cooling sky, ivy curling along weathered stone walls. She knew the place well. She knew the people inside even better.

The front door was already open, warm light spilling into the night. Damien stood in the frame, broad shoulders framed by the glow. His shirt was rolled up at the sleeves, showing forearms dusted with hair and the kind of strength that made her think, for half a second, about what his grip would feel like.

“Layla,” he greeted, his voice low enough that her name felt like it belonged to him. He didn’t move aside immediately; instead, he let his gaze travel — slowly — from her hair down the curve of her hips to the heel of her boots. His mouth didn’t move, but she could swear his eyes smiled.

Inside, the air was warm with the scent of roasted garlic and wine. Camille appeared from the kitchen, a stemmed glass in one hand, wearing a silky emerald blouse that caught the light every time she moved. She leaned in to kiss Layla’s cheek, her perfume rich and expensive. “You’re late. We started without you,” Camille teased, her words brushing Layla’s ear like silk.

From the living room, Ethan’s laugh rolled in — deep, easy, the sound of someone who had nothing to prove. He was leaning against the mantel, dark sweater hugging his frame, a glass dangling loosely from his fingers. When he spotted her, his grin tilted, slow and deliberate. “About time,” he said. “I was starting to think Damien was going to drink your share.”
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