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​Chapter 1 - Jonathan 
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The backyard porch light illuminated her silhouette as she stumbled through the dew-damp grass, and I felt something shift inside me. Something dark and predatory that had no business being awake at this hour, let alone interested in my best friend's nineteen-year-old daughter. Sophie Carter had grown up right before my eyes, but tonight wasn't about watching her grow up. Tonight was about noticing that she already had.

I'd been waiting up, sensing she'd sneak back home from that party rather than face the consequences of staying out all night. Her father, my best friend for twenty years, had asked me to keep an eye on her while he was out of town on business. He trusted me implicitly, and I'd never given him reason not to, until now.

"Running a little late, aren't we?" My voice cut through the silence of the backyard.

She jumped, a small gasp escaping her lips as she turned to face me.

In the moonlight, I could see the way her dress clung to curves I'd studiously avoided acknowledging until tonight. Her dark hair was tousled .Her lips slightly parted. And every protective instinct in my body warred with the sudden, fierce lust that surged through me.

"Mr. Ward!" She pressed a hand to her chest, recovering quickly with a practiced smirk that didn't quite hide her surprise. "I didn't expect anyone to be up."

"I was worried," I said, pushing off from the porch railing and descending the steps toward her. 

At forty-five, I moved with purpose, my broad shoulders blocking what little moonlight there was as I closed the distance between us. "Your father would lose his mind if he knew you were out like this, dressed like that."

Her chin lifted in defiance, that rebellious streak I'd watched develop over the years now on full display. "I'm nineteen, Mr. Ward. I can wear what I want."

"Then you won't mind explaining why you're sneaking home at two in the morning instead of walking through the front door like an adult."

I was standing directly in front of her now. Close enough to smell the subtle perfume mixed with alcohol on her skin. Close enough to see the rapid pulse in her throat. My eyes lingered there for a moment too long before meeting her gaze again.

"It was just a party," she said, her voice losing some of its confidence under my scrutiny. "No big deal."

"No big deal?" I took another step forward, backing her against the side of the house. "Getting drunk with God-knows-who. Wearing a dress that barely covers anything. Sneaking back home in the middle of the night. That sounds like a pretty big deal to me, Sophie."

Her breath caught in her throat as my hand came up to rest beside her head on the siding, effectively caging her in.

I told myself it was to steady her. To keep her from falling if she stumbled again. But the truth was darker than that. The truth was that I wanted her trapped. I wanted those wide, whiskey-colored eyes looking up at me with the mixture of fear and something else I couldn't quite name.

"I wasn't drunk," she whispered, her gaze dropping to my lips before snapping back up to meet my eyes. "Just... buzzed."

I leaned in closer. My voice dropping to a rough murmur that matched the suddenly thick air between us. "Lying to me too, now? That's not like you, Sophie."

Or maybe it was. Maybe I hadn't been paying enough attention to notice the woman she'd become. Maybe I'd been too busy seeing the pigtailed little girl who used to beg me for piggyback rides.

"I'm not lying," she insisted, squaring her shoulders in a way that pushed her chest against mine. The contact sent a jolt through me that had nothing to do with paternal concern. "You're not my dad, Mr. Ward. You can't tell me what to do."

"No," I agreed, my hand moving from the siding to cup her jaw. My thumb brushing against the pulse point that raced beneath her skin. "I'm not your father. And maybe that's the problem right now."

Her lips parted. Her gaze fixed on mine with an intensity that made my blood run hot. The years of watching her grow up. Of maintaining appropriate boundaries. Of telling myself she was off-limits. But it all crumbled in that moment. Replaced by a raw, animal need that I hadn't felt in years.

"What are you doing?" she breathed, even as she leaned into my touch.

"Something I shouldn't," I admitted, my other hand coming to rest on her hip, feeling the soft curve beneath the thin fabric of her dress. "Something your father would kill me for."

"Then maybe you should stop," she challenged, but her body told a different story. She turned into me, her breasts pressing against my chest.

I should have stopped. I should have stepped back, reminded her of her curfew. Maybe even called her father to report her disobedience. Instead, I leaned closer, my lips nearly brushing hers as I spoke.

"Maybe I should."
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​Chapter 2- Sophie
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I woke up with a headache and a racing heart, memories of last night replaying behind my eyelids like a dirty movie I couldn't turn off. Mr. Ward, Jonathan, had let me go after our little confrontation. But the way he'd looked at me, the possessive heat in his eyes... it had followed me to my room and haunted my dreams.

For years, I'd watched him from afar. My father's best friend. The man who was always around for holidays and cookouts. The one who never failed to bring me a present on my birthday. He'd been handsome even when I was too young to appreciate it, with broad shoulders that strained against his dress shirts, a jawline that could cut glass, and eyes that missed nothing.

But last night... last night he'd finally seen me too.

I took my time getting ready, choosing a simple sundress that showed just enough skin to be tempting without being obvious. My curvy body had always been a source of insecurity, something boys my age didn't seem to appreciate. But Mr. Ward had noticed. I'd seen it in his eyes. And felt it in the way his hands had lingered on my hips.

The smell of coffee led me to the kitchen, where I found him standing at the counter, his back to me as he poured a cup. The gray streaks at his temples caught the morning light, and the simple white t-shirt he wore stretched across muscles that had no right to look that good at his age.

"Morning," I said, my voice deliberately soft to see if he'd startle.

He didn't, but his shoulders tensed before he turned to face me. Those dark eyes fixing on me with an intensity that made my stomach flip. "Morning, Sophie. Sleep well?"

"Well enough." I leaned against the doorway, letting the morning light silhouette my body through the thin fabric of my dress. "You?"

"Like a log." He handed me a cup of coffee, his fingers brushing mine in a way that felt deliberate. "We need to talk about last night."

"Do we?" I took a sip of coffee, letting my tongue linger on the rim of the cup as I watched him over the porcelain edge. "I thought we handled it."

"Sophie..." He raked a hand through his hair. A gesture of frustration that did little to hide the heat still simmering in his gaze. "You were out past curfew, possibly drinking, wearing..."

"What I wear is none of your business, Mr. Ward," I interrupted, setting the coffee down and stepping closer. "You're not my father."

"I'm aware," he growled, his hand shooting out to grab my wrist as I turned to leave. "But someone needs to look out for you."

"I don't need looking after," I lied, pulling against his grip just enough to feel the strength in his hold. "I'm not a little girl anymore."

His eyes dropped to where his fingers circled my wrist, then traveled slowly up my arm, lingering on the swell of my breasts beneath my sundress before meeting my gaze again. "Trust me, Sophie. I'm well aware you're not a little girl."

The air between us crackled with tension, thick enough to choke on. I took another step closer, invading his personal space, my breasts nearly brushing against his chest. "Then why are you treating me like one?"

"Because this..." he gestured between us "...is a terrible idea. Your father would..."

"Screw what my father would think," I whispered, reaching up to trace a finger along the stubble lining his jaw. "What do you think, Jonathan?"

His control snapped. One moment he was standing there trying to be responsible. The next his mouth was on mine, hungry and demanding. His hands gripped my hips, pulling me against him as he backed me against the kitchen counter.

I could feel the hard length of him pressing against my stomach, evidence of how much he wanted me despite his better judgment.

His tongue swept into my mouth, tasting of coffee and something dark and primal. I melted against him, my fingers tangling in the gray-streaked hair at his nape as I kissed him back with all the pent-up longing of years of secret fantasies.

"God, Sophie," he groaned, breaking the kiss to trail his lips along my jaw, down my throat. "We shouldn't be doing this."

"Then stop," I challenged, arching my neck to give him better access as his hand slid up my ribcage, his thumb
























d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
ALA% K{;H HT





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





