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      Forbidden Touch

      We never imagined desire could burn brighter than fear—or that the whispers of wrong would only stoke the flames between us. Wildridge, once the quiet witness to our stolen glances and trembling touches, became the stage for our surrender.

      It happened on a sultry summer evening, the lake’s dark waters lapping at the shore as if hungry for our secrets. No vows were spoken—only breathless promises, fingers tangled in sheets instead of bouquets, and the kind of devotion that left us both trembling. Riley’s lips traced paths down my skin that no one else had dared to claim, and I knew: we had crossed every line, shattered every rule, and still, it wasn’t enough.

      Beneath the heavy, honeyed air, I pinned her wrists above her head, my mouth hot against hers. "Our love is like this lake," I murmured, "deep enough to drown in, dark enough to hide in—endless." Her back arched as my teeth grazed her collarbone, her gasp swallowed by the night. "And I’ll never let you surface."

      Her emerald eyes burned as she rolled me beneath her, fingers digging into my hips. "Then don’t," she commanded, voice rough with need. "Alex… my ruin, my salvation, my sin." The words were a vow all their own.

      This is our story—the one they warned us about. The one we couldn’t resist.
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      The first time I saw Riley, I knew she would ruin me.

      It was autumn, the kind where the air smelled of damp earth and fallen leaves, and the school bus was thick with the scent of teenage sweat and cheap perfume. She slid into the seat beside me without asking, her backpack slung carelessly over one shoulder, her green eyes bright with something wild and untamed. I remember the way her thigh pressed against mine—just an accident of space, but it burned through my jeans like a brand.

      We were only girls then, but even at twelve, I knew. There was something about her—the way her lips quirked when she laughed, the way her fingers drummed restlessly against her knee—that made my stomach twist in ways I didn’t understand. Not yet.

      Wildridge became our kingdom. We claimed the hollow beneath the old oak in my backyard as our throne, where we whispered secrets and shared stolen cigarettes when we were old enough to think we were rebellious. We skinny-dipped in the lake under moonlight, our bare skin slick with water, our laughter echoing across the surface. She was fearless, always pulling me deeper, farther, until I forgot how to breathe without her.

      And then, somewhere between childhood and the ache of growing up, the way I looked at her changed.

      It wasn’t just admiration anymore. It was hunger.

      I watched her date boys—clumsy, boring boys who didn’t know the first thing about touching her the way she deserved. I sat across from her at diner booths, listening to her giggle about some idiot’s fumbled kiss, my nails digging crescents into my palms. I could do better, I’d think, bitter and desperate. I could worship her.

      But I never said it.

      Instead, I let her lean her head on my shoulder after breakups, let her cry into my hoodies, let her trace the freckles on my collarbone with idle fingers while we watched bad horror movies. I memorised the weight of her body against mine, the way her breath hitched when she was close to tears. I hoarded every accidental touch like a thief.

      Then came Ethan.

      She told me about him over milkshakes, her cheeks flushed, her voice too bright. "He’s different, Lex. He actually listens." I nodded, sipped my drink, pretended the straw wasn’t trembling between my teeth. Inside, something dark and ugly coiled tight.

      That night, I lay in bed and let myself imagine it—her lips parting under mine, her hands gripping my hair, my name a gasp against my mouth. The fantasy was so vivid I could taste her, sweet and sharp like the cherry syrup from our shakes. I slipped a hand between my thighs and came with her name choked into my pillow.

      Enough.

      I couldn’t keep doing this—loving her in secret, drowning in a silence that was slowly killing me. If she was going to be with someone, it should have been me. It had to be me.
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      The porch swing creaked beneath us, the summer air thick with the scent of honeysuckle and the wine we’d been sharing. Riley’s bare foot brushed against mine, her toes warm, her skin still damp from the lake. She’d changed into one of my old band tees, the fabric clinging to her in ways that made my mouth dry.

      “I’ve been thinking,” I said, my voice rough.

      She tilted her head, her green eyes catching the porch light. “Dangerous habit.”

      I laughed, but it came out shaky. “About us.”

      Her smile faltered. “Lex⁠—”

      “No, let me finish.” I set my glass down, my fingers slick with condensation. “I’m in love with you. I have been for years. And I’m done pretending it’s just friendship.”

      For a heartbeat, there was only the sound of cicadas, the distant hum of a car engine. Then she was moving, her hand cupping my jaw, her thumb brushing my lower lip. “Took you long enough,” she murmured, and then her mouth was on mine.

      It wasn’t gentle. It was years of pent-up want, of stolen glances and bitten-back words. Her teeth nipped my lip, her tongue slick and demanding, and I groaned, my hands fisting in her hair. The swing rocked violently as I pulled her onto my lap, her thighs straddling mine, the heat between us unbearable.

      “Fuck, Riley,” I gasped against her mouth. “I’ve dreamed about this⁠—”

      “Shut up,” she breathed, and kissed me again.
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      We didn’t make it inside that first night.

      She pushed me back against the porch railing, her hands rough as she yanked my shirt over my head. The wood dug into my spine, but I didn’t care—all I could focus on was the way her nails scraped down my stomach, the way her breath hitched when I palmed her breast through her thin top.

      “More,” she demanded, her voice raw.

      I obeyed.

      We learned each other in the dark, under the weight of the summer sky. The way her back arched when I sucked her nipple between my teeth. The sound she made when my fingers found her wet and ready, her hips rolling against my hand. The way her thighs trembled when I knelt between them, my tongue tracing slow, deliberate circles until she came with a cry, her fingers tangled in my hair.

      After, she pulled me up, kissed me hard, her lips swollen and tasted like herself. “Mine,” she growled, and I had never been so grateful to belong to someone.
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      The months apart were torture.

      She sent me photos—selfies in her work uniform, snapshots of her bed with the sheets still rumpled from sleep, her fingers trailing down her stomach, beneath the waistband of her pyjamas. Wish you were here, the captions would read, and I’d touch myself to the thought of her, my body aching with need.

      But nothing compared to the moment she walked back through my door.

      She barely had time to drop her bag before I had her against the wall, my mouth on hers, my hands already working at the buttons of her jeans. “Missed you,” I panted, my lips trailing down her throat.

      “Prove it,” she challenged, and I did.

      We didn’t leave the bed for days. The sheets were a tangled mess, our skin slick with sweat and the faintest hint of sunburn from where the afternoon light spilled through the curtains. I mapped every inch of her— the freckle behind her knee, the scar on her ribs from a childhood bike accident, the way her breath stuttered when I bit down on her hip.

      She rode me slow at first, her hands braced on my chest, her hair a wild halo around her face. Then faster, desperate, her nails digging into my skin as she chased her release. I watched her, memorised the flush on her cheeks, the way her lips parted on a silent scream as she came, her body clenching around my fingers.

      After, she collapsed against me, her heart hammering against mine. I traced idle patterns on her shoulder, my own body humming with satisfaction.

      “Stay,” I whispered into her hair.

      She lifted her head, her green eyes soft. “Always.”

      And for the first time, I let myself believe it.
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