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Preface

Layla had always believed temptation came dressed like danger — dark, unfamiliar, and clearly marked with warning signs.

But that summer, temptation came in familiar faces.

It wore Ethan’s easy smile, Julian’s sharp gaze, and Clara’s slow, knowing touch on Layla’s arm.

 

She’d laughed with them for years, shared dinners, backyard drinks, and secret jokes nobody else understood.

But lately, something in the air between them had shifted — charged, like the pause before a summer storm.

A look that lasted too long. A touch that lingered an extra heartbeat.

A whispered “I missed you” that somehow felt heavier than friendship.

 

And maybe she shouldn’t have worn the silk dress that clung to her hips that night.

Maybe she shouldn’t have noticed how Julian’s gaze slid over her, or how Ethan’s hand brushed her lower back like it belonged there.

But she had noticed.

And by the end of the night, she wouldn’t just be wondering what if.

She’d be tasting the answer.
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Chapter 1: Lakeside Heat

The late August sun still clung to the horizon when Layla stepped onto Julian’s lakeside deck, the air warm and thick with the scent of grilled cedar salmon and something faintly sweet from Clara’s open bottle of wine.

Her dress was a slip of pale champagne silk, thin straps skimming her shoulders, the fabric whispering against her skin with each step.

It was light enough to make her feel bare, dangerous enough to make her wonder if Ethan and Julian would notice — and from the way both men turned when she arrived, they had.

“Layla,” Ethan greeted first, his voice warm, his eyes doing a slow sweep from her heels up to her mouth before he smiled like he’d just remembered a private joke.

Julian didn’t speak right away. He just leaned against the railing, a tumbler in hand, his gaze holding hers until she had to glance away.

Clara crossed the deck to hug her, the cool press of her satin camisole against Layla’s bare arm making her shiver.

“You’re late,” Clara teased, but her fingers lingered, brushing down Layla’s arm before letting go.

Inside her chest, Layla felt that now-familiar hum — the one she’d been trying to ignore all summer.

That low, restless ache that had nothing to do with the weather and everything to do with the three people standing in front of her.

Dinner was already spread out across the long wooden table — chilled rosé, grilled vegetables, and still-sizzling salmon.

Layla slid into the chair between Ethan and Clara, the seat cushions soft beneath her thighs.

The closeness was immediate; Ethan’s arm brushed hers when he reached for the bread, Clara’s knee bumped her own under the table.

Julian sat directly across from her, his shirt a crisp white linen, sleeves rolled to the elbow, the top two buttons undone.

His eyes didn’t wander — they stayed. Every time she lifted her wine glass, she could feel the weight of his attention on her mouth.
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