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CONTENT WARNING

This work is intended exclusively for an adult audience (18+).

The book contains explicit content and potentially sensitive themes, including but not limited to: 
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Evelyn Woods spent her life learning to swallow feelings that never had room to exist, because loving Carter Baisen always meant loving in silence, on the margins, in the shadow of everything he represented, and yet, he was always the only place where she felt whole, until the day he chose someone else, until the day he decided to build a life with someone who wasn't her, breaking something he never dared to say, but that had always been there.

Carter never stopped loving her, not even when he put a ring on Daisy's finger, not even when he tried to convince himself that he could live without what had always defined him, because Evelyn wasn't just a passing feeling, she was the only choice he never had the courage to make , and it was that unmade choice that destroyed everything when it finally came to light, too late, too intense, too irreversible.

While he ran from his own decisions, Evelyn faced the consequences alone, carrying a pregnancy he didn't know about, battling debt, her mother's illness, the absence of a father who was never there when she needed him, rebuilding her life from scratch, until the past decides to return, not as a memory, but as an imposition.
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Evelyn

I learned very early on that loving someone in silence is like slowly sinking into an ocean that no one else can see.

Growing up in Southern California always seemed, to outsiders, like a constant promise of sunny days and perfect lives, as if the blue sky were enough to hide everything that was breaking beneath the surface. But I always knew there were cracks, because I grew up inside one, and Carter Baisen was both the shelter and the earthquake that shaped everything I would become.

I met him before I even understood what it meant to need someone.

Our houses were separated by a street too narrow to divide destinies that were already intertwined, and I can still remember the first time I saw him, a boy with scraped knees, hair tousled by the wind, and that restless look of someone who always seemed to be trying to escape something that no one else could see, and perhaps that was exactly what made me go to him, because, in some strange and inexplicable way, I also always felt like I was running away.

"You don't know how to ride a bike, do you?" he said that day, with a teasing half-smile, gripping the handlebars of my old bicycle as if he were about to judge my entire existence.

"Yes, I know," I replied, even though I knew I didn't, because from the beginning, with Carter, lying seemed easier than admitting any kind of vulnerability.

He didn't believe me, of course, because Carter always saw beyond what I showed him, and without asking permission, without hesitation, he simply put his hand on my back and pushed the bicycle forward, running alongside me while I desperately tried not to fall, the wind hitting my face and my heart racing in a way that, at that time, I still couldn't name.

"I'm holding on," he said, with a calmness that didn't match how he always seemed on the verge of losing control.

But he let go.

And I didn't fall.

When I turned around, breathless, my hands trembling on the handlebars, he was standing in the middle of the street, with that same crooked smile, as if he knew he had just changed something inside me, even without understanding exactly what.

That's how it started.

Not with grand promises, nor with declarations that would make sense later, but with small moments that accumulated silently, as if we were building something that none of us knew how to name, but that already existed long before we had the courage to admit it.

Carter has always been about intensity.

She was the type of person who would enter a room and make everything revolve around her, not because she wanted to, but because she didn't know how to be different. And while everyone seemed to orbit around that almost magnetic energy, I stayed there, close enough to feel the heat, far enough away not to get burned—at least that's what I told myself, repeating it like a mantra that was never true.

Because I've always been on fire.

The afternoons turned into nights, the years passed without asking permission, and suddenly we were no longer children trying to balance bicycles on empty streets, but teenagers trapped in a world that demanded decisions none of us were prepared to make, and yet, despite everything changing around us, there was something that remained constant.

Us.

I knew exactly how his cologne mingled with the scent of the sun and salt after a long day at the beach, I could recognize the sound of his laughter even before seeing him, I knew the texture of his hands, rough and warm, always finding mine in moments that needed no explanation, and perhaps that's when everything started to become dangerous, because when you get to know someone like that, when every detail becomes too familiar, the line between friendship and something much deeper disappears without you even realizing it.

But Carter never said anything.

Me neither.

Not because there was nothing to be said, but because saying anything would mean risking losing everything, and I didn't know how to live in a world where he wasn't by my side, even if it was only as what we pretended to be, as what everyone believed we were.

Friends.

There were days when I believed that.

There were days when I could convince myself that it was enough, that being close to him, that sharing moments, secrets, and silences was sufficient, but then there were nights like that one, nights when everything spiraled out of control, when the air felt heavier, when each touch lingered a second longer than it should have, when each glance carried something that could no longer be ignored.

It was on one of those nights that I understood there was no turning back.

The party was too crowded, the music too loud, the people too close, and yet, when he pulled me by the hand and took me away from it all, to a place where only the two of us existed, the whole world seemed to disappear, as if we were suspended in a space where no rules applied.

"Do you trust me?" he asked, his voice lower than usual, as if any louder sound could break the moment.

And I trusted.

I always trusted him.

That's where everything changed.

The taste of your mouth is still something I can't forget, even after everything, even after all these years, because it wasn't just a kiss, it wasn't just an impulsive mistake or a thoughtless decision, it was the materialization of everything we never had the courage to say, it was the confirmation of something that was always there, hidden, waiting for the right moment to emerge.

But the right moment never came.

Because the next morning, when the sun streamed through the window and reality set in again, nothing seemed as simple as it had been the night before, and before I could find the words, before I could transform that feeling into something real, it was already distant, already different, already... lost.

And then came Daisy.

Daisy Freeman, with her perfect smile and gentle presence, with the ease of occupying spaces that I was always afraid to claim, with the courage to say aloud what I had always kept inside me as a secret too dangerous to be revealed.

She was my best friend.

And he...

He got engaged to her.

I remember the exact moment I heard the news, I remember how the world seemed to stop, how the sound around me disappeared, as if someone had ripped the air from my lungs and left only an unbearable emptiness in its place, and yet, even with everything crumbling inside me, I smiled.

I always knew how to hide it.

"You're happy for us, aren't you?" Daisy asked, holding my hands with an excitement I didn't have the courage to break.

And I said yes.

Because loving someone in silence often means learning to lie in the cruelest way possible.

But what I didn't know, what I could never have imagined, is that this wouldn't be the most painful moment of my life.

Because the worst part of loving Carter Baisen was never losing him.

It was only when I discovered that he never truly let me go.

And years later, when everything seemed buried, when I had already learned to survive with the pieces of what remained of me, he returned, bringing with him not only the past I had tried to forget, but a truth that would change everything in a way I was never prepared to face.

Because that night, the last time we allowed ourselves to fall, I didn't know I was carrying much more than just a mistake.

And when the door to my house opened that cold morning, months later, and I found a letter attached to the doorknob, with the overdue mortgage notice and the deadline stamped in cold, impersonal letters, I still had no idea that this was just the beginning of my downfall.

Or of my redemption.

Because at that exact moment, while my hands trembled and the paper crumpled under my fingers, a violent wave of nausea rose in my throat, and for the first time in weeks, I stopped pretending I didn't know what was happening to me.

And when the truth finally formed, raw and inescapable, within my mind, I understood that Carter Baisen never truly left my life.

It was growing inside me.

And I had no idea how to survive that.
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Evelyn

Discovering that my body bore the consequences of a love I never had the courage to live was like being pushed against a mirror and finally seeing everything I had spent years pretending not to see.

I stood in the kitchen for too long, the crumpled mortgage letter between my fingers and that metallic taste rising in my throat, while the clock on the wall insisted on marking a time that seemed no longer to belong to me, because everything around me continued to function normally, but inside me something had shifted irreversibly, as if every structure that supported my life was giving way at the same time.

My mother was coughing in the next room, a dry, persistent sound that had become part of the house's routine, like the creaking of the door or the constant smell of medicine mixed with wilted flowers, and for a moment I wanted to ignore what was happening to me, wanted to tuck that uncomfortable feeling away in some corner of my mind and go on with my day, as I always did with everything that hurt too much to face.

But it wasn't possible.

Because this time it wasn't just about me.

I walked to the bathroom with hesitant steps, feeling the cold floor pierce the thin soles of my feet, and stared at my reflection in the mirror as if I were facing a stranger, because the girl looking back at me seemed paler, more tired, with a weight in her eyes that hadn't been there a few months ago, and yet, there was something different, something I couldn't name, but that pulsed beneath the surface.

Fear.

The test was there, forgotten in the drawer, bought weeks before on a whim that I never had the courage to admit was a hunch, and my hands trembled as I picked it up, not because of the unknown, but because of the certainty that was already forming inside me, because there were things that the body understands before the mind accepts them.

The silence in the house seemed heavier as I waited.

Each second dragged on as if it had its own weight, as if time were being pulled down along with me, and when I finally looked, when I finally allowed my eyes to find the answer I already knew, something inside me broke silently, without fanfare, without warning.

Positive.

I didn't cry immediately.

The tears came later, when the impact ceased to be just a concept and became a reality, when the word stopped being just a result and started to mean a life, a responsibility, an entire future that I hadn't planned, that I didn't know how to sustain, that I had no idea how to protect.

— Evelyn? — my mother's voice came weakly from the bedroom, carrying that mixture of worry and tiredness that she could never completely hide.

I swallowed everything I was feeling and responded with a firmness that didn't exist before.

— I'm coming, Mom.

Because that's what I did.

I'll pull myself together.

I was hiding it.

I kept moving forward.

When I entered the room, the smell of medication was even stronger, and the light filtering through the curtains cast soft shadows on her face, which seemed increasingly fragile each day, as if it were being slowly extinguished by something none of us could truly fight.

"You took your time," she said, trying to smile, but there was a deep weariness in the way her eyes scanned me, as if she were trying to find something I hadn't yet said.

"I was taking care of a few things," I replied, looking away, because looking at her at that moment would be too dangerous; it would be like opening a door I couldn't close again.

She nodded slowly, as if accepting my answer, but there was something in her expression that made me realize that perhaps she already knew more than I imagined, because mothers have this kind of cruel perception, this ability to see beyond what is said, beyond what is shown.

Are you okay, Evie?

The question hung in the air between us, laden with a meaning that went far beyond words, and for a second I considered telling the truth, considered allowing myself to crumble there, in that silent room, in the arms of the only person who had always been by my side, but then the image of the letter returned to my mind, the deadline, the accumulated debts, the overwhelming reality that left me no room for weakness.

— I am, Mom.

And it was the hardest lie I've ever told.

The following days blended into a confusing sequence of decisions I wasn't ready to make, bills I didn't know how to pay, responsibilities that seemed to grow by the minute, and in the midst of it all, there was the constant reminder that Carter had no idea.

Carter.

His name still had the power to tighten something inside my chest, like a button I could never completely turn off, and thinking about him in that context, thinking about the possibility of saying it, of sharing it with him, seemed both necessary and impossible.

Because he had moved on.

He had Daisy.

He had a life that no longer included me.

And I couldn't destroy that.

Even though a part of me wanted to.

Even though a part of me screamed that he had the right to know.

But rights don't pay mortgages.

Rights don't provide housing.

Rights do not protect sick mothers.

That's how I made the decision.

Silent, definitive, painful.

I would do it myself.

The garage became my refuge.

The scent of fresh flowers mixed with paper, ribbons, and ink began to fill the space, replacing the emptiness that had previously dominated that place, and for the first time in a long time, I felt that I was creating something of my own, something that didn't depend on anyone, something that could, perhaps, save us.

I carefully arranged the flowers, paying attention to the texture of the petals, how the colors combined, the meaning that each detail could carry, as if I were trying to organize the chaos of my own life through it, as if each flower positioned correctly could bring back some kind of control.

But reality cannot be deceived by beauty.

And it came again, cold and relentless, in the form of a black car parking in front of my house on an afternoon that seemed too ordinary to carry something so devastating.

I recognized the symbol even before I saw the man leave.

Thorn Industries.

My stomach churned.

Because that could only mean one thing.

And when the car door opened and a man in an impeccable suit, with a calculated and distant look, walked towards me as if every step had been planned in advance, I knew that nothing that would happen from then on would be a coincidence.

— Evelyn Woods — he said, stopping a few steps from me, analyzing every detail as if he were evaluating an object, not a person.

Who wants to know?

He smiled in a controlled, almost rehearsed way.

— Someone who is very interested in your future.

My heart started beating faster.

I'm not interested.

It will be.

The way he said it wasn't an invitation.

It was a certainty.

And when he held out an envelope toward me, thicker, heavier than any paper should be, I hesitated for only a second before taking it, because deep down, in the most honest and cruel place inside me, I already knew that this would change everything.

"Consider this a proposal," he continued, adjusting his jacket with a precise gesture, "or an opportunity to avoid bigger problems."

My hands trembled as I opened the envelope, as my eyes scanned the lines, as each word etched itself into me like a sentence impossible to ignore.

Money.

A lot of money.

Enough to pay the mortgage.

Enough to treat my mother.

Enough to secure a future.

But not without a price.

Never without a price.

"What do you want in return?" my voice came out lower than I intended, betraying the fear I was trying to keep under control.

The man tilted his head slightly, as if he had been expecting exactly that question.

— Just the truth... shaped the right way.

My stomach sank.

I don't understand.

But I was.

I was already understanding.

And when he finally said the name I had been avoiding until then, when he transformed my worst fear into something concrete, something impossible to deny, I felt the ground disappear beneath my feet.

Carter Baisen can't know.

The world stopped.

The air disappeared.

And for the first time since it all began, I realized I wasn't just fighting against life.

I was being dragged into a game that was much bigger than me.

And in that instant, while the man in front of me awaited my answer with unsettling calm, I understood that any choice I made would destroy something I wouldn't be able to rebuild.

But what I didn't know, what nobody told me, is that that wasn't the worst part.

Because the moment I looked up, trying to find some way to refuse, some way out that hadn't already been closed, I saw something that made everything else completely lose its meaning.

Across the street, standing next to a car I knew all too well, his gaze fixed on me and the envelope in my hands, was Carter.

And he had heard enough to never believe me again.
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Evelyn

The worst kind of despair isn't the one that explodes, but the one that settles in silently while you watch everything crumble without being able to stop it.

I couldn't breathe properly the moment my eyes met his across the street, because there was something in Carter's gaze that I had never seen before, something hard, still, as if he were trying to decipher a version of me that he didn't recognize, and perhaps I no longer recognized who I was at that moment either, standing with an envelope in my hands and a stranger beside me, while all the choices I had been trying to control completely slipped out of my reach.

The man beside me remained silent, as if he knew exactly the impact that presence would have, as if every movement had been calculated to arrive at that specific moment, and for a second I had the suffocating feeling that none of this was a coincidence, that Carter wasn't there by chance, that everything had already been underway long before I realized it.

"You should read carefully," he said, his voice low and controlled, while his eyes remained fixed on me, completely ignoring Carter's presence, as if it were nothing more than an irrelevant detail.

I couldn't answer immediately because my attention was fixed on the other side of the street, on the way Carter kept his body tense, his shoulders rigid, as if he were holding himself back from crossing the distance between us in a few steps, and there was something in the way his eyes narrowed that made my stomach clench, because I knew that look, I knew that tension, and it never came without consequences.

"I don't want this," I finally managed to say, looking away from Carter and focusing on the man in front of me, trying to regain some control that seemed to have vanished.

He raised an eyebrow, as if he had expected exactly that response, as if it wasn't a refusal, but merely part of an inevitable process.

"It's not about wanting, Evelyn," he replied, adjusting the sleeve of his jacket slightly with a meticulous gesture, "it's about needing."

The weight of that word settled uncomfortably within me, because he was right, and I hated that, I hated how everything seemed to be reduced to a practical matter, to numbers, to survival, as if feelings were merely inconvenient obstacles in the way of decisions that needed to be made.

"I'm not going to lie," I retorted, with more firmness than I actually felt, squeezing the envelope hard enough to crumple the edges.

The man smiled again, but this time there was something different in his expression, something colder, more definitive.

Everyone lies when they need to survive.

Before I could answer, before I could find any argument that didn't sound empty even to me, the sound of footsteps crossing the street broke the space between us, and I didn't need to look to know it was Carter, because his presence was always like that, impossible to ignore, impossible not to feel, even when I wished for the exact opposite.

When he stopped beside me, the air seemed to change, heavier, denser, laden with a tension that didn't need explaining, and for a moment nobody said anything, as if we were all waiting for someone to take the initiative to transform that silence into something bearable.

Carter was the one who did it.

"What's going on here?" he asked, and the way his voice came out, low, controlled, but laden with something that bordered dangerously on anger, made my heart race in a way that had nothing to do with memory and everything to do with fear.

I turned to him slowly, trying to organize thoughts that didn't want to align, trying to find a version of the truth that wouldn't destroy everything at once, but there were things that couldn't be softened, there were situations that didn't allow for middle ground.

"It's nothing," I replied, immediately hating the weakness of those words, hating how empty they sounded, even to me.

His gaze hardened.

"It doesn't look like anything," he retorted, running a hand tensely through his hair, a gesture I knew all too well, a clear sign that he was trying to control himself.

The man next to me finally decided to intervene, and when he did, his voice was too polite to be genuine.

— Mr. Baisen, I believe this is a private conversation.

Carter slowly turned his face toward him, and what I saw at that moment sent a shiver down my spine, because there was something in his eyes that I had rarely seen, something that wasn't just irritation or discomfort, but a dangerous mix of distrust and something much deeper, something that seemed about to overflow.

"I don't remember asking for your opinion," he replied, in a tone that left no room for interpretation, while his body subtly, but clearly protectively, positioned itself beside me.

The man didn't seem affected, which only made everything more unsettling.

"Of course not," he said, with a slight nod, "but perhaps you should consider it."

I felt the conflict growing inside me in an almost unbearable way, because every passing second made everything harder to control, more impossible to hide, and Carter's presence there, so close, so intense, only made everything even more chaotic.

— Carter, go away — I pleaded, turning to him, trying to keep my voice steady, even though everything inside me was trembling.

He stared at me as if I had said something absurd, as if that was the last thing he expected to hear.

"Are you serious?" The disbelief in his voice was almost palpable, and there was a pain there that I wasn't prepared to face.

"I am," I replied, forcing each word out, "that's none of your business."

The impact was immediate.

I saw the exact moment something changed inside him, the instant the words settled in, heavy and definitive, as if they had hit a point too sensitive to ignore, and for a second I almost went back, almost tried to fix it, almost admitted everything.

Almost.

But then I remembered the letter.

Regarding the mortgage.

From my mother.

About the baby.

And I remained silent.

Carter laughed, but there was no humor in that sound, only a bitterness that I didn't know how to shake off.

"Funny," he said, running a hand wearily over his face, "because as far as I remember, you never had a problem involving me in things in your life."

The accusation came loaded with everything that had gone unsaid in recent years, all the conversations we never had, all the truths that remained trapped between us, and I felt it settle inside me in a way that was too painful to ignore.

"Things change," I replied, looking away, because facing him at that moment would be the equivalent of giving up everything I was trying to protect.

"They really do change," he agreed, and there was something in the way he said it that made my stomach sink even more.

The silence that followed was heavy, oppressive, as if each of us was trying to deal with the consequences of what had just happened, and for a moment I thought he was going to insist, that he was going to demand answers, that he was going to break through that barrier I was trying to maintain, but then he just nodded, as if he had reached some silent conclusion.

"All right," he said finally, with a calmness that didn't match the tension still coursing through his body, "if that's what you want."

But I knew.

I knew Carter well enough to know that this wasn't closure.

It was the beginning of something.

And when he turned to leave, when he took his first steps back to the other side of the street, I felt a tightness in my chest that was so strong it almost made me call out to him, almost made me run after him, almost made me tell him everything.

Almost.

Because the moment he opened the car door, the instant he was about to disappear from my life again, something happened that made everything freeze.

The man next to me took a step forward.

"Mr. Baisen," he called, with the same calculated calm as before, "I believe you should know something."

My heart stopped.

Carter turned around slowly.

And before I could stop him, before I could even breathe properly, the man finished, with a cruel precision that seemed rehearsed to cause maximum damage:

Miss Woods is about to make a decision that directly involves her name.

The silence that followed was absolute.

And when Carter looked at me again, this time without any barrier, without any attempt to hide what he was feeling, I knew, with devastating certainty, that there was no going back.

Because he was no longer just suspicious.

He was about to discover the one truth I couldn't allow to come to light.

And this time, I had absolutely no control over what would happen next.
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Evelyn

There comes a specific moment when life stops being something you control and starts being something that drags you along, and at that moment, standing between Carter and a man carrying the weight of decisions that weren't mine, I knew there was no turning back for any of the versions of myself that existed before.

Carter's gaze fixed on me with an intensity that seemed to pierce through layers, as if he were trying to find some hidden answer beneath everything I hadn't yet said, and there was something in that silence that settled after the man's words that made the air seem thinner, harder to breathe, as if any wrong move could trigger something irreversible.

I felt the envelope slip slightly between my sweaty fingers, the paper too heavy for something that, in theory, should only be a proposal, but in practice carried a weight I didn't know if I could bear, and before Carter could say anything, before that moment turned into something even more out of control, I took a step forward, trying to intercept any advance he might make towards the truth.

"Don't listen to him," I said, my voice coming out firmer than I expected, although my heart was pounding erratically against my ribs, as if it wanted to betray everything I was trying to hide. "This has nothing to do with you."

Carter tilted his head slightly, analyzing each word as if he were dismantling my speech piece by piece, and there was something in the way his eyes narrowed that made me realize he wasn't just listening, he was evaluating, comparing, looking for inconsistencies that I wasn't sure I could avoid.

"Funny you say that," he replied, running a hand tensely through the back of his neck, as if trying to relieve the pressure that was clearly building up there, "because, apparently, someone thinks they do."

The man beside me remained silent, but his presence was a constant nuisance, like a shadow that wouldn't go away, and I hated the fact that he didn't need to say anything more to continue exerting influence over the situation, as if he had already planted enough seeds for everything to grow on its own.

— Carter, please — I insisted, taking another step toward him, closing the distance that seemed greater than it actually was — just go away.

The request came out laden with something I couldn't completely hide, a mixture of pleading and desperation that wasn't part of the image I'd been trying to maintain until then, and I saw the exact moment it affected him, when his expression wavered for a second before recovering.

"Are you asking me to leave or are you trying to push me away from something?" he asked, and this time there was something different in his voice, something lower, denser, as if each word was being carefully chosen to hit exactly where it should.

The question settled uncomfortably inside me, because the answer was both things, but neither could be said aloud, not there, not like that, not with that man listening to every syllable as if it were an important piece of a puzzle he already seemed to know better than I did.

"I'm trying to avoid unnecessary confusion," I replied, slightly averting my gaze, because looking at him at that moment would mean risking giving in.

Carter let out a short laugh, but there was no humor in that sound, only a bitter irony that made my stomach clench.

"You've always been terrible at lying to me, Evie," he said, using the nickname in a way that brought up a flood of memories I didn't have room to feel at that moment, "so stop pretending this is something simple."

The use of that name, said in that way, with that weight, was like a direct blow, because he hadn't used it in years, not in that way, not with that kind of intimacy that seemed to completely ignore everything that had happened between us since then, and for a second I felt pulled back to a time when everything was easier, when we hadn't yet destroyed each other.

But the present did not allow for that kind of escape.

"It's not about you," I said more firmly, even though it hurt more than I was willing to admit, "and not everything needs to be."

He stared at me for a long moment, as if he were waiting for me to break down, as if he were counting the seconds until I let slip something that would confirm all the suspicions that were clearly already forming inside him, and when I didn't, when I remained there, firm on the surface even though completely unstable inside, something changed again in his expression.

It wasn't immediate.

It wasn't explosive.

It was worse.

It was silent.

"I understand," he said, nodding slowly, as if accepting something he didn't like but was no longer willing to question in the same way, "then keep it."

The gesture with his head towards the envelope was almost imperceptible, but laden with meaning, as if he were summarizing the entire situation into something small, disposable, something no longer worth the energy he was clearly already investing.

"And with him," he added, casting a brief but charged glance toward the man beside me.

The impact of that was immediate.

"It's not what you're thinking," I said, taking another step forward, feeling control slip through my fingers for the first time since he'd appeared there.

"I don't even know what I'm thinking," Carter replied, and this time there was no anger, no irony, just something raw, something laid bare in a way that left me speechless for a moment—and I think that's exactly the problem.

The silence that followed was heavy, laden with everything that hadn't been said, everything that could still be said and perhaps never would be, and I felt a growing pressure in my chest, as if I were being crushed between what I needed to do and what I wanted to do, between logic and something far more visceral, far more dangerous.

The man next to me moved again, this time with a clearer intention, as if he had decided he had waited long enough.

"Mr. Baisen," he said, with a slight change in his tone, something that indicated his patience was beginning to wear thin, "perhaps it would be best if you didn't involve yourself in matters that don't concern you."

Carter turned slowly to him, and this time there was no restraint in his gaze, no attempt to soften what was being conveyed, and I felt a shiver run down my spine as I realized that things were about to spiral completely out of control.

"Everything involving her concerns me," he replied, each word spoken with a precision that seemed to cut through the air around him. "I always have."

My heart skipped a beat.

Because that wasn't just an impulsive statement.

It was a truth he had never said aloud before.

And that made everything even more dangerous.

"That's no longer true," I retorted, faster than I should have, harder than I wanted to, because if I didn't set a limit right there, at that moment, I wouldn't have the strength to do it later.

The reaction was immediate.

I saw it the exact moment it hit him, the instant his eyes lost any trace of gentleness, replaced by something more closed, more distant, as if he were finally building a
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