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PROLOGUE
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ONCE, WHEN I WAS STILL a child, I remember hearing someone say we should be careful what we wish for.

At the time, I thought it was the stupidest thing; even though I was very young, I’d understood from an early age that someone without wishes or ambitions was doomed to a miserable, lonely life.

There was nothing wrong with being resilient and fighting for what you wanted, right?

Wrong.

My seven-year-old self was too innocent to grasp the truth behind that saying, but fortunately, the same couldn’t be said for the person I am now. I could finally see what my childish perspective had kept me from seeing.

And, to be honest, I almost felt like laughing at my own stupidity, because a wish in excess becomes lust.

And nothing good can come from that.

I wish I’d understood the hidden message from the start.
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PART I
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“BACK TO YOU”
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CHAPTER 1
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Sophie Lyons

HE WAS COMING BACK.

After almost two years, Liam Harris was finally returning to East Beacons.

Located on the eastern coast of North Carolina, East Beacons was a quiet, tiny seaside town whose minuscule population consisted mostly of fishermen, shopkeepers, and folks just getting by, whose children tried for a better life in the capital. Because of this lamentably small number of inhabitants, everyone knew everyone and talked about everyone—factors that partly explained the fame of the greatest Running Back the town’s single high school had ever known.

Liam Harris wasn’t just a popular athlete; he was also handsome and interesting, which made him an undeniable rarity in our town, given that there weren’t many like him. Most of the other boys were common and too boring, making Liam stand out and amplifying his popularity even more.

Unlike him, I was just a replica of all the various dull girls scattered around the area, my only peculiarity being that I was the younger sister of the second most popular person in East Beacons: the school’s other star, Gilbert Lyons, “The Quarterback.”

Liam and my brother, Gilbert, were inseparable. There was no Liam without Gilbert and vice versa. It was impossible to talk about one without mentioning the other. Because of this, I grew up with Liam’s constant presence in our house. We all lived in the same neighborhood, separated by just a few streets, and my parents, like every other human being, adored Liam. With that quiet, steady personality, Liam could charm anyone, exuding that mysterious, cautious aura that made him seem incredibly trustworthy and charismatic.

The fact that he was bizarrely handsome certainly contributed to that, too, but that was a subject for another time.

Gilbert and I were exactly two years apart, and maybe that’s why, in Liam’s eyes, I was nothing more than a silly, innocent child, whose hobbies oscillated between dancing and watching him in silence, constantly lurking, attentive to his every move—not that he even noticed I was staring, of course; he was too busy getting under the skirts of all the other girls—the ones his own age—lucky enough to be noticed by him.

To Liam, I never existed.

Not in the way I wanted, at least.

And that feeling, the sensation of invisibility, used to kill me slowly.

I could clearly remember all my frustrating attempts to get his attention in the past, and especially how bad I felt after each defeat, realizing that no matter what I did, I’d never be able to hook him.

He was unreachable.

And me?

Pathetic.

Except now, something was different; we weren’t twelve and fourteen anymore, so I was a long way from being the little girl he was used to.

I had changed.

Straightening my shoulders, I checked my appearance in the mirror again, noting how my blonde hair fell majestically to my shoulders, and how my body looked attractively molded in that strapless pink flared dress.

About to turn twenty, I had all the physical characteristics of any other young woman my age, and I could say, with some pride, that I had a narrow waist and thicker thighs than most of my ballet classmates. Not that there was any kind of rivalry between us or anything, but the fact that I’d finally blossomed after years of being the skinniest, least curvy girl in class was a relief. I was the last among my few friends to get breasts, and I never caught the boys’ attention—which explained why I used to have a pitiful self-esteem.

Not that it was sky-high now, either.

Still, even if I wasn’t as beautiful as I’d really like to be, I had a pleasant face with features that, according to my own father, “bordered on fairy-like, worthy of a Disney princess.”

In other words, I had a somewhat childlike face; but to my happiness, in contrast to all the purity in my features, my body was anything but childish.

Shifting my attention to the clock on the wall behind me, I checked the time: about ten minutes until the estimated arrival Gilbert had texted me earlier. I was anxious. I’d been back in town for about a month and hadn’t expected to see my brother so soon. It had been almost two years since I’d seen him in person, and nothing could make me happier than knowing he wouldn’t just be back, but would also be bringing Liam with him to spend the summer vacation with us, just when I thought I’d never see him again.

Two years ago, after high school graduation, as soon as Liam started university, his family moved to Durham, completely annihilating all my hopes of ever seeing him again.

Contrary to all my expectations, though, there he was, resurfacing from the past straight into our town.

Spritzing my best perfume on my neck and then my wrists, I nearly jumped out of my skin at the sound of a horn honking downstairs: they had arrived. Fighting the anxiety, I quickly put the perfume back in the dresser drawer and went down, practically running toward the living room on the first floor, where I could already hear the sounds of laughter and unmistakably male voices.

My parents had divorced a few years back, and since Dad moved with his new family to Asheville, it had been just Mom and me. I often tried to cling to memories of the past, of my childhood with my father, but it was hard not to hold a grudge when I remembered that he now made no effort to stay in touch with me or Gilbert. Now he only had eyes for his new family, and that was precisely why I tried my best to stay present in my mother’s life, especially after I left for university and had to leave her behind. So, whenever possible, I’d find a way to skip classes to come see her and ease the longing—something my brother’s chaotic routine made impossible for him to do.

Gilbert, like Liam, played for NC State University, located in the capital, and because of the intense training combined with academic life, my brother almost never found time to come home. I knew how much Gilbert’s constant absence affected our mother, but according to her, as long as she still had me around, it was okay.

With my heart racing, I slowly approached until I was beside my mother, right in front of the door, and soon my blue eyes clashed with his rich brown ones. I felt that old flutter in my chest as I stared at him, noticing that Liam hadn’t changed as much as I’d imagined: he was still as tall as I remembered, with those broad shoulders, muscular arms, strong jaw, and that face worthy of a male Vogue model.

Absurdly gorgeous, as usual.

Doing my best to keep a neutral expression, I pretended not to be freaking out internally when I felt his eyes on me, shamelessly inspecting my body, especially when his gaze lingered on the straight neckline of my dress. My mouth went dry at that mere gesture, but I forced myself to ignore the reaction, focused on nodding and smiling at whatever my brother was saying at that exact moment.

Discreetly clenching my fists at my sides, I smiled once more at my brother before finally sliding my attention to Liam, meeting his lethal gaze.

His brown eyes were on me, and I realized with a start that they hadn’t strayed since I’d appeared.

I felt my pulse quicken, my heart hammering against my chest.

I held his gaze, my chest swelling with a kind of pride mixed with fulfillment.

Liam was finally looking at me.

And something in the abrupt change in the way his eyes clung fixedly to me gave me the feeling that, this summer, nothing would be the same.
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CHAPTER 2
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Liam Harris

THE LAST TIME I’D SEEN Sophie Lyons, she was just a little girl.

I could clearly remember the skinny, blonde little kid who was always running around, with that innocent, frightened look, constantly shadowing her brother, watching everything Gilbert and I did.

The woman in front of me now, however, had nothing childish about her; everything about her screamed sensuality: from the short blonde hair falling to her shoulders, to the small, pert breasts and, of course, those thick, shapely legs.

From the little Gilbert had told me about his sister, she was getting a degree in dance at some university near Charlotte, and as I inspected her body, I could see the proof: her build—specifically her erect, elegant posture—was definitely that of a dancer.

Sophie wore a flared pink dress with a straight neckline that, while not overly revealing, showed off enough of her slender waist and the beautiful, toned legs exposed by the hem, which hit just above her knees.

Fighting the urge to keep blatantly inspecting her body, I smiled at Gilbert as I felt him sling an arm over my shoulders, and before I knew it, we were heading into the house. Without ceremony, I dropped my bag on the floor, completely at ease; I’d spent my entire adolescence in that house, so I had no remaining inhibitions about rules of conduct or social etiquette.

“I’ll fix you boys a little snack,” announced Gina Lyons, who now, due to her divorce from her ex-husband, went by the surname Strauss. As she beamed at Gilbert and me, her blue eyes, exactly the same as her daughter’s, shone with excitement. “It’s so good to have my boys home again!”

I smiled at her, while trying to disentangle myself from Gilbert’s touch as he said something I didn’t bother to listen to.

All my attention flew to Sophie, standing across the room, smiling at me in that fucking graceful little dress that framed every curve of her body, firing up my imagination.

Fuck, when did my best friend’s little sister get so hot?

Ignoring all the lust that innocent dress had stirred in me, I turned back to face Gilbert, but the son of a bitch was already following his mother toward the kitchen, like a kid after freshly baked cookies.

Shaking my head, I suppressed a smile—which died as I realized that now it was just Sophie and me left in the living room.

“Hi,” she greeted softly, and my eyes quickly followed the sound of her voice, noticing that Sophie had taken a few steps forward, hovering right in front of me. Facing her, I saw how small she was: the top of her head barely reached my chin, forcing her to tilt her face up to look at me. Offering a sweet smile, she watched me through those long, blonde lashes, waiting for a reply.

I cleared my throat.

“Hello, Sophie. How are you?”

“I’m okay,” she murmured in a sugary tone that captured my full attention, making me stare at those pink lips like a fucking pervert. “Truth is, it’s been a little lonely coming home since Gilbert left for college and it’s just Mom and me.”

I nodded, focusing my gaze on one of the twin moles she had on her neck, right on her throat.

“I imagine,” was all I could manage, and I quickly looked away, realizing what a tremendous son of a bitch I was being, drooling over my best friend’s sister like that.

Though he didn’t show it often, Gilbert truly adored his family, to the point of regularly commenting on how essential it was to protect his mother and sister from “scumbags” like his father. According to Gilbert himself, Sophie had suffered the most from their parents’ divorce, especially after George, their dad, started ignoring his kids’ existence after remarrying and building a new life in another city.

Sophie used to worship him, Gilbert told me once, but was forced to hate him as soon as our father moved away and stopped caring about us, not even bothering to call. Sophie’s sentimental, he went on that same time, and she gets attached to people easily. For that reason and others, I have to keep an eye on her constantly. I’d hate to see her get hurt again.

So, Sophie was off-limits, and therefore it was up to me to maintain a vow of chastity regarding her, for the sake of my friendship and respect for Gilbert.

Gilbert had been there for me during plenty of rough patches in my life; loyalty was the least I could do for him.

Besides, being totally honest, Sophie seemed too pure and innocent, deserving far more than a guy like me—someone who would surely be capable of corrupting her with a single touch—was willing to offer.

She seemed like the kind of girl who dreamed of romance and all that nonsense, while I was the kind of guy who fucked for fun, no strings attached. Put another way, we were true opposites in that regard: while I tended to be cruel in bed, the type who likes a rough fuck, I’d bet sweet, pure little girls like Sophie were more the making-love type.

I quickly shoved the thought away, trying not to imagine Sophie naked, sprawled on a bed, waiting for a fuck...

Damn it, Liam, I scolded myself, what the fuck is your problem?

“Liam?” Sophie’s voice chimed again, and only then did I realize I was staring fixedly at that damn pair of moles on her throat. They were the fucking sexiest moles I’d ever seen, and, looking closer, Sophie was covered in them, scattered all over the rest of her body. Blinking hard, I lifted my gaze to hers, met by that beautiful pair of light blue eyes. “I asked if you were staying with us these days or going to a hotel.”

“I’m staying here with you,” I answered, licking my lips, my voice sounding rough even to my own ears.

The truth was, even if I had relatives scattered around town—which I didn’t—I’d still prefer the comfort of the Lyons/Strauss house a thousand times over. I’d spent my whole adolescence there, so I felt more at home in that house than in my own.

Sophie smiled.

“I’m glad to hear that. Well, if you’ll excuse me, I’ll go to the kitchen to see if my mother needs any help,” she declared, then moved away toward the kitchen, where both her mother and her brother were.

Though an alarm bell sounded in my thoughts as I let my gaze drop to her ass when Sophie turned her back, I didn’t scold myself for staring fixedly at her hips swaying away from me, knowing I simply couldn’t not look.

Blinking hard, I reluctantly forced myself to look away just as Sophie disappeared from view.

And that’s when it hit me, like a fucking punch to the gut, that I was fucked.

I let out a low whistle.

Holy shit.

Fuck, I knew how goddamn wrong it was to think of her, my best friend’s little sister, that way, but still...

I wanted my hands on that sweet ass.

I wanted those small, pert breasts in my mouth.

I wanted to lick and bite those moles while gripping the delicate skin of that throat and thrusting into that small, tight body.

I suppressed a groan, feeling an erection forming in my pants.

Shit, shit, shit.

This was dangerous.

And so, so wrong.

But still...

I cut off my thoughts before I could picture Sophie in inappropriate circumstances again.

Damn it, I was definitely fucked.
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CHAPTER 3
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Sophie Lyons

I WASN’T SEEING THINGS.

Something had changed.

And with every passing second, I grew more certain of it—that Liam was finally seeing me as a woman, and no longer just as “his best friend’s little sister.”

I saw when he looked at my breasts.

Or when he stared, transfixed, at my neck, as if he wanted to touch it.

And not least, I noticed how much he looked at my ass, staring fixedly every time I turned my back to him, from the moment he and my brother set foot in my house.

At least now I knew he was attracted to me, and that would have made the twelve-year-old Sophie—the girl who was obsessed with him and too young to understand the hint of wickedness in what she felt whenever she saw him—absolutely lose her mind if she ever found out.

Pouring sunscreen into my hands, I pretended not to pay attention when Liam climbed out of the pool, water streaming down his body, turning the sight of him—wet hair, bare chest, those shorts now clinging to his skin—into a genuine spectacle. Sitting on one of the loungers, I rubbed the sunscreen onto one of my arms, massaging it into my skin, while out of the corner of my eye I saw Liam drop onto the lounger beside mine.

My brother was still in the pool, diving and splashing around like a kid, while Mom was in the kitchen preparing some snacks for us. It was her bright idea to spend this sunny afternoon by the pool, and neither Gilbert, Liam, nor I hesitated before accepting.

Back in the day, being the only girl of the three, I used to be left out of their games; now that I was no longer a child—someone whose presence they couldn’t ignore—I would seize every opportunity to spend time with Liam.

Having no idea that Mom and I would have company this summer, I didn’t have any particularly sexy bikinis in my things, just the modest ones I’d worn for years. Upon finding out Liam was also going to the pool, however, I chose the most accessible option: the one that showed the most skin.

My breasts were small, so I didn’t have much to display up front, but I still felt victorious when I stepped into the backyard and caught Liam staring at me, near the pool’s edge, attentive to every inch of my body. Summoning all the boldness I possessed, I did my best to walk sensually—as much as possible, of course—to one of the loungers, swaying my hips and sitting down provocatively on the chair that gave him a better view of me.

Grabbing a bit more sunscreen, I placed the nearly empty tube on the ground and smoothed the lotion onto my other arm, sneaking a glance from the corner of my eye toward Liam, who was lying on the lounger beside me, eyes closed, seeming about to doze off. Biting my lower lip, I discreetly watched him for a few more moments, attentive to each of the six-pack abs he displayed, along with that impressive chest that made my fingers tingle with the desire to touch it.

I’d only ever had one boyfriend in my entire life, but after a messy breakup, I’d allowed myself to get to know other guys, which gave me a certain amount of sexual experience.

Having sex with some of them was good, I had to confess, but something in me said that sex with Liam wouldn’t just be “good”; it would be phenomenal.

Liam exuded sex, and you could bet he wouldn’t disappoint, because he seemed like the type who knew exactly what he was doing in bed.

I crossed my legs at the thought, the air suddenly feeling hotter than it already was; using one hand to fan myself, I leaned back against the lounger again when, suddenly, an idea occurred to me.

I sat up immediately and looked at Liam. He was still lying there, eyes closed.

“Liam?” I called, trying for the most casual tone I could muster. “Are you awake?”

He groaned in response, keeping his eyes shut.

“Would you mind doing me a favor and putting sunscreen on my back?” I then dangled the bait, praying it would work.

Slowly, Liam turned his face toward me, his eyes sliding to my breasts and stomach before finally rising to my face.

And there was that gleam from earlier... indecent; lecherous; immoral.

“It’s just that I can’t reach,” I explained, suggestively pointing to my back just to emphasize.

With agility, Liam slid over to me, and I quickly made room for him, scooting forward on the lounger so he could sit facing my back, placing a leg on either side of the chair beneath us. I freed the skin of my neck—a useless gesture, really, since my hair was short and the sunscreen wouldn’t get in it—and leaned toward him, bringing my body closer to his in a subtle invitation.

Come closer, I almost whispered. Don’t be afraid.

I heard the sound of the sunscreen tube being squeezed. Then, with my heart in my throat, I felt the heat of his body indicating his nearness, and then his hands on me. I almost moaned. His fingers were calloused and moved with such skill, it was almost as if he were touching me there, the delicious sensation making me close my eyes in wonder.

“You have a lot of freckles, Sophie,” Liam said suddenly, bringing me back to reality. He was staring at my back as he spoke, his voice so close I could feel it vibrating against my skin, causing involuntary shivers. As if I weren’t already tingling enough, his fingertips began to move, tracing the freckles in question, and immediately my skin responded, my nipples tightening against the thin fabric of the bikini. “One. Two. Three. Four...” he counted them, one by one, sliding his fingertips over them in a feather-light touch that nearly made me melt with pleasure.

To my dismay, however, the moment was abruptly cut short as soon as Gilbert appeared on the scene, looking between Liam and me with a furrowed brow of confusion.

“What are you guys doing?” my clueless brother wanted to know, and I’d never hated him more than in that moment.

A hollow feeling hit me as Liam’s hands left my skin, and once again it was impossible not to hate my brother for being so nosy and inconvenient. Casually, Liam slid off the lounger, dropping back onto the one beside it.

“I was putting sunscreen on her,” he replied, apathetic, making my chest tighten with all that sudden indifference.

My brother’s eyes returned to me, questioning.

I fought the urge to roll my eyes.

“I can’t reach my back, Gilbert,” I muttered the obvious at him, giving him a dirty look.

The jerk just nodded, turning his face back to Liam.

“There’s a party on the beach later,” my traitorous brother informed him, and it was as if I didn’t even exist, since all his attention was fixed on Liam. “What do you say we swing by?”

Liam shrugged, indifferent.

“Fine by me.”

Gilbert’s smile widened.

“I bet we can pick up some girls in no time. The girls here go crazy for guys like us,” he boasted, proudly pointing at himself.

Again, I fought the urge to roll my eyes.

My brother was an idiot.

“What’s with all the indifference?” Gilbert scolded next, and I quickly turned my head, following his gaze. Liam was still leaning back on the lounger, both arms crossed behind his head while he kept his gaze fixed on the pool, completely ignoring his friend. “Last time I convinced you to go to a party, you left with two hot redheads, you ungrateful bastard.”

I turned my face back, staring at the blue of the pool instead of Liam’s face. I didn’t want to have to decipher his expression, nor know about his sexual experiences.

I was past the phase of constantly tormenting myself by comparing myself to all the girls Liam got involved with; I was no longer that insecure, shy little girl, someone who used to be constantly submerged in a wave of self-pity and self-deprecation. I had blossomed, and now I knew my real worth as a woman, so obsessing over who Liam did or didn’t sleep with wasn’t worth it.

Straightening my spine, I didn’t look at him or Gilbert when I stood up and stretched, elongating my body. I’d been sitting in that chair for a while, so I knew how essential it was to stretch a bit before starting to move again, because staying inert for too long could later cause pain and discomfort all over—just one of the many lessons I’d learned from my contemporary dance teacher at university, Mrs. Desirée.

I felt Liam’s eyes on me as I stretched both arms, but I didn’t look at him; I was sure that from where he was, he had a prime view of my ass, and part of me felt satisfied to notice he wasn’t paying any attention to what Gilbert was saying. Allowing myself a discreet smile, I also didn’t bother offering any explanation when I decided to walk away from both of them, heading toward the pool to finally take a dip.

I definitely needed a cold shower after that glorious moment when I felt Liam’s hands on me. The mere contact between his fingers and my skin had proven capable of awakening my entire body, setting it on fire. Yet, to my dismay, all it took was for my idiot brother to show up for Liam to pull away and revert to his usual coldness and indifference.

Idiot, I thought, as I did a few strokes, swimming in the pool, always showing up at the wrong time and place.

By all indications, my fears were indeed correct: Liam would certainly avoid any interaction with me, out of respect for the friendship he had with my brother.

I felt like rolling my eyes.

Gilbert thought he had the right to boss me around simply because he was two years older than me. Most of the time, he was annoying and extremely inconvenient, reasons that made me feel slightly relieved when he went off to university and I could finally have a bit of freedom. Not that I didn’t appreciate his attitude, because, in fact, I found it admirable; it was almost cute, all the care and concern he had for me, but the problem was that all that protection could be suffocating at times, his unbearable habit of wanting to control my every move, and the constant insistence on treating me as if I were still a child, making me sometimes want to strangle him.

I knew that much of his behavior was justified by the fact that our father had left, making him the man of the house, but what seemed not to get through Gilbert’s head, however, was that I had grown up, and therefore no longer needed to be under his constant supervision.

I had matured and completely detached from who I used to be once I got a scholarship to UNCC and moved to Charlotte to study dance. I had my own life now, as well as dreams and aspirations for the future, over which my brother had no control.

Emerging from the water, I ran my hands through my hair, pushing it away from my face before letting my gaze slide over to the loungers, spotting Gilbert still standing, saying something to Liam, who was staring back with an expression of boredom.

With my face partially submerged, I kept my eyes on him, attentive to every detail: his brown hair was still slightly wet, and his arms remained crossed behind his head, the movement making his biceps flex. His flat, muscular stomach was another heavenly sight, everything about him simply glorious to watch.

With a slight jolt, I realized that, in the end, not everything about me had changed; there was still one thing that, just like back then, I desperately longed to possess: him.

And now that I knew there was the slightest possibility it could be mutual—since my appearance definitely pleased Liam—I wouldn’t allow Gilbert or anyone else to interfere.
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CHAPTER 4
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Liam Harris

SOPHIE LYONS WAS TESTING every last drop of my self-control.

Before I even got in the pool, when her mother told us to enjoy the sun, I’d already decided I’d think with my upstairs brain. But the moment Sophie stepped into the backyard in that tiny, tight bikini, every moral principle I had flew straight out of my head.

Just as I’d imagined, she had a narrow waist, deliciously sculpted legs, thick thighs, and, fuck, those damn sexy little freckles scattered across those small, perky tits.

Fucking delicious.

Mesmerized by the constant motion of her hands spreading sunscreen over her body, I ended up getting out of the pool earlier than planned. I took the lounger right next to hers under the pretext of not having to stare at her while I was in the water—a total fucking lie, of course, but it was a plausible enough excuse.

Lying on the lounger, I focused my attention on Gilbert swimming like a kid in the pool. Just when I thought I was finally safe from my primal instincts, Sophie jolted me out of a near-nap by asking me to put sunscreen on her back. When I turned my face to her, I almost groaned; up close, I had an even better view of her breasts, and her stomach, which was smooth, with no hint of body fat.

Doing my best to keep my expression neutral, I lifted my gaze to her face and quickly slid off the lounger to do as she asked. Sophie scooted over on the chair instantly, making room, and I sat down, straddling it, positioned before her back. Taking a deep breath, I clenched my fists as she pulled her short blonde hair to the side, exposing the skin of her neck. I forced my thoughts to veer away the second I pictured grabbing her by the nape to press my lips there.

Shaking my head mentally, I leaned over enough to grab the sunscreen tube from the ground and squeezed some out. Rubbing the lotion between my hands, I was about to spread it on Sophie’s silky skin when my eyes landed on the freckles scattered across her back, and my mouth actually watered with the urge to lick each and every one.

I let my gaze drift up to her neck. Sophie was still holding her hair in a short ponytail, completely exposing her nape as she remained motionless, waiting.

And that’s when I decided to test a point. Licking my lips, I placed my hands on her back and started spreading the lotion, using a little more force than necessary, applying pressure to her pale, delicate skin.

And, fuck, her body responded immediately, her skin breaking out in goosebumps as she let out a sigh.

Holy. Fucking. Shit.

I shot a glance toward Gilbert to check if he was paying attention. Seeing that he wasn’t, I quickly looked back at Sophie’s back, completely losing control as I traced her skin, following each one of her freckles. There were so many, they looked like constellations on a starry night.

To my astonishment, Sophie’s skin prickled even more in response, and even though her back was to me, I’d bet anything her nipples were hard, straining against the thin fabric of her bikini top. The mere thought made my cock stir against the denim of my shorts. To make things worse, Gilbert chose that exact, inopportune moment to appear, making me practically jump back onto the lounger next to Sophie’s.

I put on the best mask of indifference I could muster and prayed my best friend wouldn’t notice I was sporting a hard-on. As Gilbert started talking about a party happening that night, I felt myself slowly calming down. Seeming determined to make my life a living hell, however, Sophie suddenly stood up, exposing her full, firm ass to me.

It took superhuman effort to drag my gaze back to Gilbert, afraid he might notice how much I was staring, like a fucking pervert, at his sister walking to the pool.

Keeping my expression blank, I tried with every fiber of my being not to look at Sophie swimming, forcing my concentration on Gilbert, who kept chattering nonstop. And even though I was agreeing with everything he said, the truth was I didn’t understand a word.

My thoughts were circling Sophie, and how wrong it was to think of her that way.

Fuck, she was my best friend’s little sister, completely off-limits. Besides—and just as important—if Gilbert even dreamed I had my eye on his sister, I was dead.

Gilbert was usually a playful, easygoing guy, but when it came to his family, he became a completely different person. The guy genuinely worshipped his mother and sister, so the smartest thing to do was to keep as far away from Sophie Lyons as possible.

She was forbidden fruit for someone like me, and even though the fact that I couldn’t have her only made her more irresistible, I had to do my best to do the right thing before it was too late.

Before the spark she’d lit in me turned into a fire with flames that would be simply uncontrollable.

It was time to get my head straight, leave temptation behind, and act with reason—no matter how difficult that seemed.

[image: ]

JUST A FEW HOURS AFTER the pool incident, Gina, Sophie, Gilbert, and I were all properly fed.

Dinner had been served a little earlier than usual, all thanks to Gina having plans with her friends that night. After her divorce from her now ex-husband, Georgina Strauss had become increasingly independent, which sometimes made me wonder why Gilbert was so overly concerned about her, since Gina obviously didn’t need it.

She was simply the coolest woman I knew.

As far as I could remember, before her marriage ended, Gilbert and Sophie’s mother had dedicated herself entirely to taking care of her family. But when the problems with her husband led to an inevitable separation, she left her life as a housewife behind and started working, writing for a local newspaper. Then, faster than I could blink, the routine of being a full-time wife and mother shifted until Gina was dedicating herself more and more to her new job as a writer, providing for her kids and launching a promising career. Nowadays, she wrote from home, but her salary remained untouched, as did the unshakable reputation of the great columnist Gina Strauss.

Anyway, as soon as she finished dinner, Gina started getting ready, leaving Sophie, Gilbert, and me responsible for cleaning up. Without much delay, we divided the tasks: Gilbert washed, I dried, and Sophie put the cutlery and plates away in their proper places.

The whole time we were in the kitchen cleaning all those dishes, I did my best to ignore Sophie’s presence as much as possible, focusing my attention on Gilbert, who, as usual, seemed completely oblivious to my entire effort not to look in his sister’s direction.

Since the earlier episode at the pool, when I realized I needed to take some measures to stop acting like a fucking pervert, I’d decided to avoid her, distancing myself to the point of blatantly escaping any unnecessary interaction with her—unless Gilbert was present, it was as if she didn’t exist for me. During dinner, for example, when we were all at the table, Sophie tried several times to start a conversation with me, but all she got in response was a simple shake of my head, because my concentration was immediately on Gilbert or Gina, attentive to anything they said.

It was a shitty thing to do, I knew, and I even felt a little bad for being so curt with her, but despite that, I knew it was necessary: my friendship with Gilbert came first.

In the end, the Lyons siblings and I worked so well as a team that we finished the task faster than we realized. Once free and unburdened of such domestic duties, it was time for Gilbert and me to get ready for the beach party happening that night.

We were ready in a matter of minutes.

Since temperatures usually dropped considerably at night in our town, I opted for a gray hoodie over a white cotton t-shirt and dark blue jean shorts, while Gilbert chose a printed button-up shirt, paired with khaki-brown shorts and his sneakers.

Sitting on the floor in the entryway, I was lacing up my favorite pair of sneakers when Gina appeared, coming down the stairs with a huge smile on her lips. She wore a red button-up blouse, light blue jeans, and a jacket around her shoulders, plus she’d sprayed on so much perfume that when she said goodbye to us minutes later, the scent lingered in the air. Gilbert and I exchanged a suspicious look as soon as she went out the door, but we didn’t have time to discuss it, because the next moment, the sound of footsteps on the stairs echoed, capturing our attention.

Wearing a yellow dress with floral prints under a hoodie jacket, her normally straight blonde hair falling in waves to her neck, Sophie looked directly at her brother as she descended the last step of the stairs, one hand on the banister.

“I’m coming with you,” she declared decisively.

It was enough to make Gilbert’s smile vanish and his expression close off completely.

“No, you’re not,” he countered immediately, crossing his arms over his chest authoritatively.

Sophie arched one eyebrow, still not looking at me, as I finished tying my laces and stood up, hovering a few steps behind my friend.

“Oh yeah? And who’s going to stop me?” the blonde shot back.

Gilbert’s jaw tensed.

“Don’t test my patience, Sophie. I’m serious.”

She lifted her chin, taking a few steps forward and crossing her own arms over her chest as she held her brother’s gaze, adopting a challenging stance.

“Great, because so am I.”

“Sophie, I’m not in the mood for games,” Gilbert said quietly, in a warning tone. “Don’t be stubborn: turn around right now and go back to your room.”

Sophie sighed, uncrossing her arms to run her hands through her hair, combing it back with her fingertips. Then she looked at him again with a voracious glint in her eyes.

“Here’s the deal, Gilbert: either you take me with you, or I’ll catch a ride with some stranger,” she threatened. “One way or another, I’ll be there, and there’s nothing you can do to stop me. I have the same right to go to this party as you do, so don’t try to play the stupid big brother when our own mother gave me permission to go too.”

Gilbert pressed his lips together tightly, his nostrils flaring at the imminent defeat.

Sophie had a point, and he knew it.

No matter how much he constantly tried to control her, Gilbert knew that no one had as much authority over her kids as Gina did. So if she’d allowed Sophie to go out, there was nothing he could do about it.

A victorious little smile spreading across her face, Sophie looked at her brother with mockery, visibly pleased with the whole situation.

“So, what’s it gonna be?” she pressed, arching her eyebrows at him ironically as he clenched his fists, furious. “Are you gonna take me, or do I have to go look for a ride?”

With his lips pressed into a thin line, my friend just glared at her furiously and jerked his thumb over his shoulder, pointing toward the door.

“Get in the damn car,” he said through gritted teeth. “Liam and I will take you.”

With a sweet smile, Sophie walked past her brother with her chin held high, exuding an air of superiority as she headed for the door. With both arms crossed over my chest, I instantly averted my gaze to my own feet as soon as I saw her approaching me. And when I actually felt her beside me, I did my best not to react as her perfume tickled my nose and our shoulders almost brushed against each other.

Covering the short remaining distance to the door, Sophie quickly turned the knob, and the click sounded, signaling her exit.

Muttering a quiet curse, Gilbert kicked at some invisible dust in the air, clearly not happy, before finally turning to me, the expression on his face confirming just how much having to take his sister with us deeply displeased him.

Suppressing a laugh, I followed him as he stomped past me, and soon the three of us were in my yellow Jeep, headed toward that true party of discord.

​
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CHAPTER 5
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Sophie Lyons

LIAM WAS IGNORING ME.

I knew it the moment we sat down for dinner, just a few hours after the pool incident, and he couldn’t even be bothered to look at me while I tried in vain to make conversation. Later, when Mom left us in charge of washing the dishes, the story repeated itself, and once again, he completely shut me out.

Part of me knew his sudden change in attitude was definitely related to my brother, but the truth was, Liam was mistaken if he thought he could get rid of me that easily.

I’d dreamed of being touched by him for years, and now that I knew what it felt like to have those hands on me, I simply couldn’t stop.

I wanted more.

So much more.

And to get it, I was fully aware I needed to act, to give him no opportunity for escape—because that’s exactly what Liam was doing: running.

Knowing his intentions, I suddenly decided to go to that party my brother had mentioned earlier, taking care to cover all my bases to avoid any future problems. Minutes after dinner, before Mom even went upstairs to get ready for her plans with some friends, I pulled her aside and mentioned my desire to attend.

Even though Easton Beacons was a small, quiet town, it had young people like any other, so it was easy to imagine what you might find at a party like that: unprotected sex, alcohol, and drugs.

My mother abhorred such things, but unlike a certain someone, she trusted me enough to know I wouldn’t do anything stupid, so she didn’t protest and gave me her permission to go. The truth was, I would have gone with or without her blessing, but I knew that if I chose the latter, my plans for the night would be doomed, since Gilbert would certainly try to block me. So, I was practical, preempting the entirely predictable sabotage attempt my brother would launch the moment he knew I’d be tagging along.

Sometimes Gilbert was a real pain in my ass: always interfering, sticking his nose where it didn’t belong.

In the end, as expected, my brother did try to oppose my going. However, considering my trump card—our mother’s approval—he didn’t have many alternatives but to accept. So, I ended up riding with him and Liam in the latter’s Jeep to the party location: the edge of one of the many beaches that bordered our town.

Bringing the red plastic cup of punch to my lips, I pretended to listen to everything the cute brunet beside me was saying, while subtly turning my face forward, gazing past the fire, and casting a look toward the guy positioned directly across the flames from me. Holding a cup exactly like mine between the fingers of one hand, Liam was staring intently at the stunning redhead who, seconds before, had taken the spot beside him.

It had been about thirty minutes since we’d arrived at the party spot, an isolated point on one of our town’s many beaches. It was basically a handful of kids who’d lit a bonfire and gathered around it with drinks, guitars, and some food. Within minutes of our arrival, various girls had swarmed Liam and my brother, circling them like a pack of hungry vultures. Horrified, I realized that Gilbert had been right in his earlier, grotesque, and conceited statement: the girls of Easton Beacons really did love guys like him and Liam.
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