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CHAPTER ONE
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Lila Bennett had spent most of her life pretending she didn’t notice Noah Carter.

It had started when she was sixteen—awkward, invisible, and hopelessly in love with her older brother’s best friend. Noah had been everything she wasn’t back then. Confident. Effortless. The kind of man who made every room feel smaller just by standing in it.

And completely off-limits.

“Don’t even think about it,” Jake had warned her once, catching her staring. “Noah’s not for you.”

So she had buried it.

Locked it away.

Moved on.

Or at least, she’d tried to.

Now, ten years later, Noah was standing in her kitchen like he’d never left—and looking at her like something had changed.

“You’re staring,” Lila said, setting down two mugs of coffee.

“I know,” Noah replied calmly.

Her heart stumbled.

That confidence—unchanged.

That voice—deeper now, rougher, sending a quiet shiver down her spine.

“Well,” she said, forcing composure, “try not to. It’s unsettling.”

He took the mug from her, his fingers brushing hers in the process. The contact was brief, accidental—but it sparked something immediate and electric.

Neither of them pulled away right away.

“You’ve changed,” he said.

“So have you,” she shot back, stepping away first.

“No,” he said quietly. “Not like you.”

She busied herself at the counter, pretending to rearrange things that didn’t need rearranging.

“Jake didn’t say you were coming back.”

“Wasn’t planned.”

“Business?”

“Something like that.”

She turned, crossing her arms. “You’re being vague.”

Noah took a slow sip of his coffee, watching her over the rim of the mug.

“I came back because I couldn’t stop thinking about something.”

Her stomach tightened.

“Oh?” she said lightly.

“You.”

The word landed between them like a spark hitting dry ground.

Lila let out a short laugh. “You’re kidding.”

“I’m not.”

“You barely noticed me growing up.”

“That’s not true.”

“Then what—this is some kind of delayed reaction?” she challenged.

His jaw tightened.

“I noticed you,” he said. “I just knew better.”

“Because of Jake.”

“Because of you.”

She blinked. “What does that mean?”

“It means you were off-limits. And I wasn’t the kind of guy who ignored that.”

Her pulse quickened.

“And now you are?”

He stepped closer.

“Now you’re not the same girl,” he said. “And I’m not pretending I don’t see you.”

The air between them thickened.

“This is a bad idea,” she said softly.

“Probably.”

“Jake would lose it.”

“Jake doesn’t get to decide this.”

Her breath caught.

“This isn’t just ‘this,’ Noah,” she said. “This is... history. Complications. Regret waiting to happen.”

“Or,” he countered quietly, stepping closer still, “it’s something we should’ve stopped pretending about a long time ago.”

She should have walked away.

She should have shut it down.

Instead, she whispered, “You don’t even know what I want.”

Noah’s eyes darkened.

“I think I do.”

And then he kissed her.

It wasn’t hesitant.

It wasn’t gentle.

It was everything that had been held back for years—sudden, intense, impossible to ignore.

Lila gasped, her hands instinctively gripping his shirt as his arm wrapped around her waist, pulling her close. The world narrowed to just the two of them—heat, breath, the unmistakable feeling of something crossing a line that couldn’t be uncrossed.

When he pulled back, their foreheads rested together.

“This is still a bad idea,” she whispered.

“Yeah,” he said.

Neither of them moved.
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CHAPTER TWO
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The problem with crossing a line was that it never stayed just one step.

It unraveled everything.

Lila knew that.

And yet, when Noah’s hand slid to her lower back again, she didn’t stop him.

“You’re thinking too much,” he murmured.

“You’re not thinking enough.”

His lips brushed her temple. “I’ve been thinking about this for ten years.”

Her heart skipped.

“That’s not funny.”

“I’m not joking.”

She pulled back just enough to search his face.

“You’re serious.”

“Completely.”

The weight of that settled deep.

This wasn’t just attraction.

This wasn’t just a moment.

This was something that had been waiting—growing quietly beneath the surface.

“That makes this worse,” she said.

“Or better.”

Before she could respond, the front door opened.

“Lila? You home?”

Jake.

They froze.

Noah stepped back instantly, tension snapping into place.

“Kitchen,” Lila called, trying to sound normal.

Jake walked in a second later—and stopped.

His eyes moved between them, sharp and suspicious.

“You look weird,” he said bluntly.

“Thanks,” Lila replied.

“What are you doing here?” Jake asked Noah.

“Came by to see you.”

Jake narrowed his eyes. “You didn’t text.”

“Wanted to surprise you.”

“Mission accomplished,” Jake muttered.

The tension was thick.

Lila grabbed her coffee just to have something to do.

“I’ve got work,” she said quickly. “You two catch up.”

Jake barely glanced at her. “Yeah.”

But as she walked past Noah, his hand brushed hers again—quick, subtle, deliberate.

A silent promise.

This wasn’t over.

Not even close.
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CHAPTER THREE
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It didn’t stop.

It should have.

But it didn’t.

Over the next week, Noah found reasons to be around constantly. Dropping by. Offering to help Jake with things. Showing up at places Lila just happened to be.

And every time their eyes met, the same charged tension flickered to life.

Until one night, it finally snapped.

“You’re doing this on purpose,” she said, cornering him outside Jake’s house.

“Doing what?”

“Showing up everywhere. Looking at me like that.”

“Like what?”

“Like you’re going to kiss me again.”

He stepped closer.

“Maybe I am.”

Her pulse raced.

“We can’t keep doing this.”

“We haven’t even started,” he said.

“That’s exactly the problem.”

His hand found her waist again.

“And yet,” he murmured, “you’re not walking away.”

She wasn’t.

And they both knew it.

“Lila,” he said quietly, “I’m not playing a game here.”

“Then what are you doing?”

“Trying to figure out why it feels like I’ve been waiting for you my whole life.”

That broke something in her.

Or maybe it unlocked it.

Either way, when she kissed him this time—

it was her choice.

Her decision.

And there was no hesitation.
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CHAPTER FOUR
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Secrets never stayed hidden forever.

Jake found out two weeks later.

And he did, in fact, lose his mind.

“You did what?” he snapped, staring between them.

“It’s not what you think—” Lila started.

“Oh, it’s exactly what I think,” Jake cut in. “My best friend and my sister? Behind my back?”

“We weren’t—” Noah began.

“Don’t,” Jake warned. “Don’t even try to justify it.”

Lila stepped forward. “Jake, this isn’t about you.”

“It absolutely is!”

“No,” she said firmly. “It’s about me. And him.”

Jake looked at her like he didn’t recognize her.

“You’re choosing him?”

She didn’t hesitate.

“I’m choosing myself.”

Silence fell.

Heavy. Final.

Jake shook his head, running a hand through his hair. “This is a mistake.”

“Maybe,” she said. “But it’s mine to make.”

He looked at Noah.

“You hurt her, you’re done.”

Noah didn’t flinch.

“I won’t.”
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