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THE BRIDESMAID
CHAPTER 1
￼[image: Line Line]
The champagne flute feels slick in my palm as I stand beside Isabelle, watching her receive another round of congratulations. My best friend glows, her white dress catching the afternoon light, her laughter drawing people in like moths to a flame. It's surreal seeing her like this in person after all these years—we haven't met face-to-face since middle school graduation, though I'd moved away just months after. Still, we'd kept our friendship alive through countless Skype and Zoom calls, her pixelated face becoming a constant in my life until I moved back a few months ago. Now, here she stands, three-dimensional and radiant, her joy filling this sun-drenched garden as if no time had passed at all.
I love her—I really do—but something ugly coils in my stomach as I stand here in this bridesmaid dress that feels like a costume. The wedding has resurrected every insecurity I thought I'd buried. In school, Isabelle was the sun and I was her shadow—quiet, bookish, with glasses slipping down my nose. Boys would approach me only as a stepping stone to her, and somehow, even at twenty-one, I'm still measuring myself against her. But that's not entirely fair to myself—at uni, I've had plenty of men look at me, their gazes lingering appreciatively when I cross campus or sit in lecture halls. Still, catching my reflection in the window beside us, I compare our bodies, our smiles, the way men's eyes linger on her versus me. The shame follows immediately, hot and suffocating.
Then my gaze drifts across the reception hall and lands on Sebastian Clarke, Isabelle's groom.
 
* * *
 
The first time I'd seen him was years ago at Izzy's birthday party, back when he was already in his twenties, barely sparing me a glance while Isabelle introduced us. My heart had done that ridiculous fluttering thing even then, though I'd buried it under layers of feigned indifference when later that night, Isabelle had confessed her own crush on him between mouthfuls of birthday cake. I'd listened, nodding sympathetically as she described his crooked smile and the way his eyes crinkled when he laughed, all while secretly cataloging each detail for myself.
After I moved away, Isabelle's mentions of Sebastian grew more frequent during our video calls. They started dating senior year of high school, right around the time I was settling into my new life three states away. I'd catch glimpses of his forearm on screen when he'd hand her a drink, or hear his laughter off-camera as she gushed about their dates, but she never put him fully on display. It was as if she were keeping something just for herself in this new chapter of her life that I wasn't part of. Now, seeing him in person for the first time since I've returned, he's even more imposing than I remember.
Sebastian is twenty-eight now, I think, though time has only sharpened his features into something dangerously handsome. At nearly a foot taller than my five-foot-six frame, he towers over everyone around him, his height alone making him impossible to ignore. My eyes trace the powerful line of his jaw, dusted with afternoon shadow that would scrape against my chin if we were close, and the dark waves of his hair that fall just so across his brow. His tailored suit can't hide the solid breadth of his shoulders—wide enough that I imagine my hands barely spanning them—or the promising curve of his ass as he turns to greet someone, his long legs eating up the space between tables with an easy confidence that makes my stomach clench.
When he shifts his weight, the fabric of his trousers pulls taut, revealing the heavy outline of what hangs between his thighs—substantial, thick, and long enough to make my throat go dry. I find myself wondering how it would look in my hands, how it would feel stretching me open, and the teenage crush I'd nursed from afar—when he was the handsome older man who barely knew I existed—comes rushing back with such force that I nearly drop my glass. My body responds before my mind can catch up, heat pooling low in my belly. And then his eyes find mine from across the room.
The recognition never comes. His gaze slides right past Isabelle—the bride, the center of everyone's universe—and settles on me, but there's no flicker of familiarity in his grey-blue eyes. The teenage girl who once followed Isabelle around like a lost puppy is gone, replaced by a stranger he's just now noticing for the first time. The intensity of it is physical, like fingers trailing down my spine. I'm still standing beside Izzy when Sebastian openly checks me out, his eyes doing a slow, deliberate sweep from my face down my body and back up again. 
The contrast is electric: here's my golden goddess best friend in her stunning white gown, and this man—the one I once dreamed about—is looking at me like I'm the only woman in the room. Guilt and triumph war inside me, a dangerous cocktail that makes my hands tremble around my champagne flute. I excuse myself to Izzy and head toward the bar, positioning myself where he'll have a clear path, feigning interest in the cocktail menu while my heart pounds against my ribs. "Having a good time?" The voice is exactly as I remember—low and smooth, with an undercurrent of amusement. I turn to find him beside me, close enough that I can smell his cologne, something woody and expensive that makes my mouth water.
"Natalie," I say, pushing my glasses up my nose with a finger that's not quite steady. "Isabelle's best friend." His smile widens, those grey-blue eyes crinkling at the corners. "Sebastian Clarke." He takes my hand, his large fingers wrapping around mine, sending sparks up my arm. "The groom." He pauses, his gaze flickering briefly toward where Isabelle stands before returning to me. "And you, Natalie," he adds, his voice dropping slightly, "are the second most beautiful woman here—after my bride, of course." The words are practiced, smooth as his suit, but my body doesn't care about the authenticity. Heat floods my cheeks as I hold his gaze, letting the silence stretch.
A small laugh escapes my lips. "I doubt that." His head tilts, dark strands shifting across his brow as he leans just a fraction closer, the space between us shrinking to something intimate. "Isabelle is beautiful," he murmurs, his voice dropping to match mine, "but you... you're captivating." His thumb strokes the back of my hand, and I have to fight the urge to lean into him. Instead, I pull my hand away slowly, deliberately. "It was nice meeting you, Sebastian. I should get back to the bride." I turn and walk away without looking back, every nerve ending alight with awareness. I don't need to look to know he's watching me go. And I know, with absolute certainty, that this is far from over.
I expect him to seek me out. In my mind, I've already rehearsed how I'll react when he approaches again—casual, unaffected, maybe even slightly bored. But minutes stretch into an hour, and Sebastian doesn't appear. I continue with bridesmaid duties, collecting gift cards, smiling for photos, all while tracking his location through the crowd like a ship on radar. The old insecurity prickles under my skin—Something ugly and sharp twists in my gut. This was supposed to be my moment—Sebastian wanting me while Izzy remained blissfully unaware. Instead, he's charming some other woman as if our encounter meant nothing.
I deliberately walk past them on my way to the ladies' room, hips swaying more than necessary, shoulders back. He notices. I feel his gaze like a physical touch as I pass. But he doesn't approach. Instead, when I risk a glance back, Sebastian catches my eye and gives me a small knowing look before turning his attention back to the redhead. Heat floods my cheeks.

* * *
 
I glide back to Isabelle's side, champagne flute held just so, and allow myself a small, secret smile as I feel Sebastian's gaze following me across the room. The power shift thrums through my veins—this is exactly what I wanted. As a teenager, I could have stared at him for hours without him ever noticing my existence. Now, I walk away and leave him watching, wanting. That reversal is intoxicating, better than the bubbles fizzing against my tongue. I linger with Isabelle and the wedding party, deliberately positioning myself where he'll have to approach me publicly if he wants more.  
He finally approaches when I'm standing near the terrace doors, feigning interest in the garden view. "Enjoying the show?" The question is soft, intimate, and laced with humor. I turn slowly, adjusting my glasses. "I'm sorry?" His smile doesn't quite reach his eyes. "You've been watching me for the past hour, Natalie." My face flushes. "I was watching the reception." He steps closer, invading my space with ease.
"You're a terrible liar, Natalie." His thumb brushes against my hip, and in that instant, something shifts inside me. I surge forward, pressing my mouth to his, seizing control of this moment. The kiss begins as calculated, a deliberate move in this game we're playing, but quickly transforms into something else entirely. My left hand slides from his shoulder down his chest, palm flattening against his stomach before drifting lower. When my fingers brush against the heavy outline straining against his trousers, Sebastian sucks in a sharp breath against my mouth. I trace the length of him through the fabric, feeling him harden further beneath my touch as my thumb circles the swollen head. His response is immediate and hungry—his tongue sweeping against mine, one hand moving to cup the back of my head while the other tightens on my waist, pulling me flush against him. I melt against him, losing the careful detachment I intended to maintain. His cologne fills my senses, his stubble rasps against my chin, and for a moment, I forget everything but the feel of his mouth on mine and the thick, rigid heat of him beneath my palm.
"I know you want this too," I whisper, the words barely audible against his lips. Before he can respond, Isabelle's voice cuts through the haze. "Nat! There you are!" We spring apart just as she rounds the corner, her white gown gleaming in the twilight. "I've been looking everywhere—let's take a picture with the other bridesmaids!" I smooth my dress, my heart hammering against my ribs. Sebastian watches me with an unreadable expression as I follow Isabelle back toward the celebration.
 
* * *
 
Later, when I slip away for air, he finds me by the fountain in the courtyard. The moonlight catches in his grey-blue eyes as he studies my face. "What exactly do you play, Natalie?"
Instead of answering, I glide closer, the silk of my dress whispering against his trousers as my thigh brushes deliberately against his. The contact is electric at first, then I press with unmistakable purpose, feeling the instant response as he hardens beneath the fabric. His breath hitches, those grey-blue eyes darkening with surprise and desire. "Have you ever imagined how this would feel inside my tight, wet pussy?" I murmur, the words a heated whisper against his ear. The shock on his face is delicious—I've shattered his expectation of the innocent bridesmaid with glasses. I've craved him since I was fourteen, watching him move with effortless confidence at Isabelle's parties, the handsome older man whose gaze always slid past me to find my golden best friend. But this isn't just about him—it's about the reversal of every power dynamic that defined my adolescence. I want him so desperate for me that he'll follow my lead, that he'll abandon his usual playbook and surrender to the girl he once barely noticed. I want him to discover that behind these glasses lies a woman who knows exactly what she wants—and how to make him beg for it.
My confidence returns, sharp and intoxicating. "Room 312," I say, my voice barely above a whisper. I pull my hand away slowly, deliberately. "Midnight." I turn before he can respond, walking back toward the reception with measured steps, feeling his eyes on me the entire way.
Isabelle is exactly where I left her, laughing with her new mother-in-law. When I reach her side, she immediately takes my hand, her fingers lacing through mine. "There you are! I was worried you'd disappeared on me." Her touch is warm, genuine, completely unaware of what just transpired. "Never," I say, squeezing her hand as my eyes scan the room. Sebastian is still by the fountain, watching me, and when our gazes meet, his expression holds unmistakable anticipation.
The satisfaction is dark and potent. Years ago, I was the one watching him from across crowded rooms while he barely knew I existed. Tonight, he's the one watching me, waiting for me, knowing that if he wants what I've deliberately made him crave, he has to come to my room at the time I've chosen. That's the revenge I've craved, the balance I've sought to restore.
But underneath it all is Isabelle, innocent and trusting. I love her—I genuinely do—and I know she never intentionally made me feel invisible. Yet standing here with her hand in mine while Sebastian watches
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