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Chapter 1: The Brother’s Departure





[image: ]




Emma stood by the front door, her fingers gripping the strap of her backpack a little too tightly. The house was unusually quiet, the kind of quiet that only arrives right before everything changes. The hum of her brother Jake’s suitcase wheels rolling across the hardwood floor echoed through the hallway. He was leaving for his long business trip — three months, maybe more — and the whole dynamic of her carefully ordered life was about to be tossed upside down.

Jake had always been the protective one. The tall, steady older brother who knew exactly when to swoop in with a sarcastic remark or a firm “Not today, Emma.” He was her guardian, her safety net. And now? He was packing up and leaving her alone. Well, almost alone.

Because there was Ryan.

Jake’s best friend since college. The guy who had somehow become a permanent fixture in their lives. Ryan, with his easy smile, messy dark hair that refused to obey any comb, and a reputation for being the charming troublemaker who could talk his way out of anything.

Emma’s stomach twisted at the thought of him.

Not because she disliked Ryan — far from it. She actually liked him, more than she probably should. But liking someone like Ryan felt like standing at the edge of a cliff, knowing full well you might fall but not knowing if you’d ever hit the ground.

Jake was finishing up his last-minute packing, throwing a shirt into his suitcase with a practiced flick of his wrist. “You sure you’re gonna be okay here?” he asked, eyes flicking toward Emma. His tone was casual, but Emma caught the undercurrent of worry.

“I’m fine,” she said quickly, trying to sound more confident than she felt. “You worry too much.”

Jake shot her a look — half amused, half exasperated. “You know what I mean. Ryan’s around a lot. Just... be careful, okay?”

Emma’s heart skipped. Was he implying what she thought he was? The subtle warning about Ryan’s reputation? The unspoken rule that Emma wasn’t supposed to get too close?

She nodded, swallowing the lump in her throat. “I will.”

Jake’s phone buzzed. He glanced down and then back up. “Gotta go. Flight’s in an hour. Text me when you get to bed.”

“Will do.”

He ruffled her hair once — a gesture that suddenly felt unbearably bittersweet — and headed out the door.

As the door clicked shut behind him, Emma felt the house exhale. The silence stretched out again, but this time it wasn’t comforting. It was heavy with possibility.

And then, just as she was about to close the door behind her, a familiar voice called out from the porch.

“Need some help with that?”

Emma turned to find Ryan leaning against the doorframe, his trademark grin tugging at the corners of his mouth. He looked casually handsome, like he hadn’t really tried but had somehow won the genetic lottery.

“Hey,” she said, her voice steadier than she expected. “I wasn’t expecting you.”

Ryan shrugged. “Jake asked me to check in on you while he’s gone. You know, make sure the little sis doesn’t burn the place down.”

Emma rolled her eyes but couldn’t help smiling. “I’m not a little kid, Ryan.”

“Sure doesn’t sound like it sometimes,” he teased, stepping inside. The scent of his cologne—something woody with a hint of something fresh—wrapped around her like a warm blanket.

They moved into the living room, and for a moment, the world outside stopped. No flights, no departures, no warnings.

Just Ryan. And Emma.

“So, what’s the plan now that Jake’s gone?” Ryan asked, his eyes locking with hers.

Emma shrugged. “Survive, I guess.”

Ryan’s grin widened. “Sounds about right. Need a partner in crime?”

Emma hesitated, then nodded.

The days that followed were a blur of unexpected moments — Ryan showing up with coffee, helping fix the leaky faucet Jake had been meaning to get to for months, and hanging out like they always did, except now with a new undercurrent. Something unspoken, something electric.

There were stolen glances across the dinner table during family meals, awkward silences when the phone buzzed with a message from Jake reminding them to behave, and laughter that felt a little too close to something more.

Emma found herself walking a tightrope — balancing the thrill of Ryan’s attention against the fear of crossing a line she wasn’t sure she was ready to cross.

One evening, as the sun dipped below the horizon and painted the sky in shades of pink and gold, Ryan invited her for a walk in the park. The air was cool, carrying the faint scent of blooming jasmine. They talked about everything and nothing — dreams, regrets, and the little things that made life interesting.
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