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Prologue

[image: ]




He steps out of the dimly lit bar, the heavy wooden door creaking softly as it swings shut behind him, the faint scent of spilled whiskey and cigarette smoke clinging to his clothes. The woman follows closely, her heels clicking against the weathered pavement, each step a sharp contrast to the muted hum of conversation still lingering inside. His broad shoulders fill the doorway, casting a long shadow in the faint glow of the streetlamp, his presence commanding even in the stillness of the night. She feels the pull of him, a magnetic force drawing her closer as they move toward the secluded alley behind the bar. The night air is thick with anticipation, the scent of rain and damp earth mingling with the faint aroma of spilled beer and the lingering tang of nicotine.

His rugged charm is undeniable, his tight jeans hugging every curve of his muscular frame, accentuating the power in his stride. She watches him, her heart quickening as he turns to face her, his deep-set eyes glinting with a mix of mischief and raw desire. The alley is narrow, its walls lined with overflowing trash bins and graffiti-scrawled brick, but in this moment, it feels like their private sanctuary. The world beyond fades away, leaving only the two of them and the electric tension between them.

He reaches out, his large hand closing around hers, his touch firm yet gentle. She shivers, her skin prickling under his grasp, as he pulls her deeper into the shadows. The night is alive with possibility, the silence broken only by the distant hum of the city and the soft rustle of their clothing as they move closer. Their lips meet in a hungry kiss, urgent and unapologetic. His mouth is warm, his tongue pressing against hers with a deliberate intensity that leaves her breathless. She tastes the faint bitterness of beer on his lips, mingling with the sweetness of her own desire.

Her hands slide up his chest, her fingers tracing the contours of his muscles beneath his shirt. She feels the heat radiating from him, a primal energy that ignites her own desire. His hands move down her back, his touch firm but tender, as he pulls her tighter against him. She can feel the hardness of his body, the strength in his frame, and it sends a thrill of anticipation through her. The fabric of his shirt is rough against her palms, a stark contrast to the smoothness of his skin where it’s exposed.

With a swift motion, he lifts her skirt, the fabric sliding up her thighs to pool at her waist. Her breath hitches as his hands find her bare skin, his fingers tracing slow, teasing paths along her hips. She clings to him, her legs trembling slightly as he presses her against the cold brick wall. The contrast of his warmth against the chill of the night only heightens her senses, every touch, every kiss, amplified in the darkness. The rough texture of the wall scratches against her back, a subtle reminder of where they are, but she’s too lost in him to care.

He breaks the kiss, his lips trailing down her jawline, his breath hot against her ear. Her body arches into his touch as he nuzzles her neck, his teeth grazing her skin in a way that makes her gasp. His stubble scratches lightly against her, adding a raw edge to the sensation.

Her hands fumble with the buttons of his shirt, her fingers trembling as she pulls it open, exposing his chest. His skin is warm and smooth; a canvas of lean muscle and faint scars that tell stories she longs to hear. She leans in, her lips brushing against his chest, her mouth tracing lazy patterns as she explores him. Her tongue finds his nipple, her mouth warm and insistent, drawing a deep, ragged moan from him.

He groans, his hands tightening on her hips as he pulls her closer. His breath is ragged, his chest rising and falling with the force of his desire. She smiles against his skin, the sound of his pleasure fueling her own. Her hands move down, her fingers brushing the waistband of his jeans, teasing the edge of his desire. She feels the heat of him through the fabric, a promise of what’s to come.

With deliberate grace, he unzips his jeans, letting them fall to his ankles. He’s not wearing any underwear; his arousal standing straight up and throbbing with need. She gasps softly, her eyes widening as she takes in the sight of him, the sheer size of him leaving her breathless. He steps closer, his body pressing against hers, his hands sliding up her thighs to cup her behind. The cool night air brushes against his exposed skin, a fleeting chill before the heat of their bodies takes over.

He kisses her again, his tongue plunging deep, his hands guiding her as he positions himself at her entrance. With a swift, urgent motion, he enters her, their bodies uniting in a rush of heat and friction. She gasps, her head falling back as he fills her, his size stretching her in a way that leaves her aching for more. The sensation is overwhelming, a perfect blend of pressure and pleasure.

His lips brush her throat as he begins to move, his rhythm slow and deliberate, each thrust sending waves of pleasure through her. She clings to him, her hands gripping his shoulders, her nails digging into his skin as he sets a pace that is both relentless and intoxicating. The friction between them is electric, every inch of him filling her completely.

The alley is alive with the sounds of their passion—the soft slap of skin against skin, their ragged breaths, the faint echo of her moans against the brick walls. He keeps kissing her; his tongue tangling with hers as he moves deeper, his hands roaming her body with a possessiveness that leaves her trembling. His touch is everywhere, branding her as his, if only for this moment.

His body drives into hers with a force that leaves her gasping for air. She arches against him, her cries echoing softly in the night, her body surrendering to the intensity of his touch. The world narrows to just this—his body moving in hers, the overwhelming sensation of being filled, claimed.

She keeps moaning, her hands gripping his shoulders as she pulls him closer, her body desperate for more. His grip tightens, his fingers digging into her skin as he holds her firmly, his movements unwavering.

Their climax builds, a slow burn that ignites into a raging fire. Her heart pounds in her chest, her body tense and trembling as she teeters on the edge. He feels it too, his movements becoming wilder, more frantic, his breath coming in sharp gasps as he chases his own release. She can feel his control slipping, his need mirroring her own.

Her body shatters, her orgasm ripping through her with a force that leaves her screaming his name. He follows, his release explosive, his body stiffening as he empties himself into her, his groans of pleasure mingling with hers. The sensation of him pulsing inside her is overwhelming, a raw, primal connection that leaves her breathless.

In the aftermath, they stand there, their bodies still joined, their breaths slowly returning to normal. He holds her tightly, his hands stroking her back as they catch their breath, their hearts still pounding in unison. The world feels distant, irrelevant, as they remain locked in this moment.

She looks up at him, her eyes searching his, and in that moment, she understands why every woman craves him. It’s not just his strength, his heat, or his unyielding devotion to pleasure. It’s the way he makes her feel—desired, consumed, alive. His gaze is intense, filled with a raw vulnerability that mirrors her own.

He smiles, a slow, satisfied curve of his lips, and pulls her closer, his arms wrapping around her as he rests his chin on the top of her head. They stand there, lost in each other, the night wrapping around them like a blanket. The warmth of his body seeps into hers, a comforting contrast to the cool night air.

In the quiet that follows, she knows she’s tasted something rare—a connection that leaves no thread untied, no longing unfulfilled. This encounter is more than a fleeting moment; it’s a culmination, a final chapter in a story of desire and fulfillment. And as she holds him, her body still trembling from the force of their union, she realizes that this is exactly what she has wanted.
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The rumble outside my kitchen window isn’t loud enough to be rude, but it’s confident. The kind of sound that assumes it belongs.

I glance up automatically, coffee cooling in my hand, and move toward the window without thinking. Outside, a dark pickup is pulled halfway onto the gravel shoulder, tailgate down, boxes stacked high in the bed and tied off with red rope like whoever packed them didn’t worry much about things shifting.

The truck looks lived-in. Scratches along the side. Dust already settled into the seams. This isn’t someone passing through.

Then he climbs out.

I freeze.

He straightens slowly, like he knows he’s being watched even if he can’t see me yet, rolling his shoulders once as if shaking off the drive. He’s tall—taller than I first clock—but it’s the width of him that hits hardest. Broad chest stretching the fabric of a faded T-shirt. Thick arms, forearms already tan, veins visible where his sleeves cut off. Jeans sit low on his hips, worn in all the right places, boots scuffed and solid like they’ve earned their keep.

He looks... built. Not gym-polished. Worked-into-shape. The kind of body that comes from lifting, hauling, moving through the world with weight and purpose.

My chest tightens before I can stop it.

I tell myself it’s just surprise. New neighbor curiosity. That’s all.

He reaches into the truck bed, lifting a box like it weighs nothing. Muscles shift under his shirt when he moves—subtle, practiced—and I feel a ridiculous, unwanted awareness curl low in my stomach.

Jesus.

I duck back from the window, heart thudding like I’ve been caught doing something wrong.

Get it together, Lucas.

I turn away, set my mug down untouched, and try to remember what I was doing before a stranger with shoulders like that appeared outside my house.

There’s a knock at the door not thirty minutes later.

Not tentative. Not apologetic. Three solid raps, spaced like he assumes I’ll answer because of course I will.

When I open it, the impact is worse up close.

He fills the doorway easily, sunlight catching in his hair—dark blond, maybe light brown, hard to tell—and there’s a faint sheen of sweat already at his collar like he’s been working. His face is unfairly handsome in a relaxed, unstudied way. Strong jaw. Straight nose. Mouth that looks like it smiles often and means it.

His eyes flick over me briefly, polite but curious, before settling back on my face.

“Hey,” he says. His voice is warm, low, easy. “Sorry to bother you. I’m your new neighbor.”

Up close, I notice the way his presence feels physical, like he takes up space without needing permission. Like the air adjusts around him.

“I’m Lucas,” I say, because my brain lags half a second behind my mouth. “I live here.”

He smiles, wider now, like that answer amuses him. “Good. I was hoping I picked the right door.”

He sticks out his hand. I hesitate just long enough to notice—and then take it.

His grip is firm, confident, warm. The contact sends a jolt straight up my arm, sharp enough that I have to remind myself to breathe.

“Cole,” he says. “Just moved in next door.”

Of course you did.

“Welcome to Willow Creek,” I manage. “It’s... quiet.”

He glances back at the pickup, at the open bed full of boxes, then back at me. “That’s what I’m counting on.”

There’s something in the way he says it that makes me think he’s used to noise. Or people. Or attention.

“Any chance you’ve got a wrench I could borrow?” he asks. “I’ve got a water line situation that’s already testing my patience.”

I laugh before I can stop myself.

“Yeah,” I say. “Hold on.”

Inside, I grab the toolbox from under the sink and tell myself this is normal. Neighbors meet. Tools get borrowed. It doesn’t mean anything.

When I hand it to him, our fingers brush again—brief, accidental—and my body reacts like it’s been waiting for it.

“Thanks,” he says. “I owe you a beer.”

“You don’t have to—”

“I insist,” he says easily. “Once I get these boxes inside. Tonight, maybe.”

Tonight.

The word settles into me like a weight.

“Sure,” I hear myself say. “Yeah.”

“Great.” He shifts the toolbox into one hand, already turning away. “See you later, Lucas.”

He says my name like it belongs to him now.

I watch him walk back to his place, muscles moving under his shirt as he lifts another box from the truck, entirely at home in a space that’s been empty for years. He moves like someone who has never had to wonder whether he’s wanted.

I close the door and lean back against it, staring at the ceiling.

This is nothing.

Just a neighbor.

By late afternoon, the quiet next door is gone.

Laughter carries through the quiet air. Music—something upbeat, country-adjacent—drifts through the warmth. A woman’s voice cuts through it, then another. I don’t look right away, but eventually curiosity wins.

Two women sit on his porch when I finally step outside, both of them easy and relaxed, legs crossed, hair loose, bodies angled toward him like that’s where gravity naturally pulls. Cole is between them, one arm draped over the back of the chair, shoulders loose, smile effortless.

He looks good like this. Comfortable. Wanted.

He catches sight of me and lifts a hand. “Hey, Lucas!”

Both women turn to look at me. I suddenly feel aware of myself in a way I wasn’t a second ago.

“Hey,” I say. “Everything working out?”

“Mostly,” he says. “Plumbing survived. Barely.”

One of the women laughs and touches his arm as she does it, fingers lingering just long enough to say she knows she can.

Something sharp twists in my chest before I can talk myself out of it.

“I’ll bring that wrench back later,” he adds. “And don’t think I forgot about that beer.”

“Right,” I say. “Yeah.”

I retreat to my living room and sit down harder than necessary.

This is stupid.

I don’t get jealous of men I just met. I don’t inventory the women they keep company. I don’t feel unsettled by laughter drifting over a fence line.
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