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Prologue
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The world had narrowed to the brutal rhythm of a single, devastating truth.

It was the slap of skin against skin, the slick, relentless slide of Caleb’s cock driving into me, and the unforgiving scrape of pine bark against my palms. My body was a live wire, every nerve ending firing in a symphony of pleasure so sharp it bordered on pain. I was bent over, my hands braced against the rough trunk of a massive old pine, its resinous scent filling my head, mixing with the metallic tang of my own blood where I’d bitten my lip to keep from screaming.

Caleb’s hands were like manacles on my hips, his fingers digging into my flesh with a possessive grip that both terrified and thrilled me. He wasn’t gentle. He wasn’t supposed to be. He was a force of nature, a wildfire that had swept into my carefully constructed life and burned it all to the ground. And I was letting him. I was begging for it.

“Look at you,” he growled, his voice a low, predatory rumble that vibrated through my back. He leaned over me, the heat of his chest a brand against my spine. His breath was hot against the shell of my ear. “Taking it so good. So fucking tight for me. You were made for this, weren’t you? Made to be fucked like this.”

His words were filth, pure and simple. The kind of dirty talk I’d only ever read in books I’d hide on my tablet, my heart pounding with a guilty, secret shame. But coming from him, in this moment, they were gospel. They were the most honest words anyone had ever spoken to me. A low, guttural sound tore from my throat, a sound I didn’t recognize, a sound that was more animal than human. It was the sound of a cage being broken.

This is it. This is happening.

The thought was a lightning strike in the fog of my mind, sharp and blindingly clear. Me. Leo. The guy who’d spent twenty-six years meticulously curating a life of perfect, boring normalcy. The guy who’d had a girlfriend for two years in high school and felt... nothing. The guy who’d never once let his gaze linger in the locker room, who’d mastered the art of the casual, disinterested glance, who had built a fortress around the part of himself that craved exactly this.

The guy who was supposed to be on a simple, two-week camping trip with his best friend.

Ethan.

The name was a bucket of ice water to the face, a shock of cold reality in the midst of a fever dream.

A wave of guilt so profound it made me nauseous washed over me, momentarily eclipsing the pleasure. My stomach clenched, and for a horrifying second, I thought I might be sick right here, with Caleb still inside me. What was I doing? Here. In the woods. Less than a mile from our campsite, from the man who had been my other half since we were five years old. The man who trusted me. The man who...

The man who had been my anchor.

God, Ethan. He was the steady presence in my chaotic life, the one person who knew all my secrets—except this one. The one who’d held my hand when my mom got sick, who’d helped me study for exams, who’d sat with me in silent, comfortable companionship on a thousand different nights, watching stupid movies and sharing a pizza. He was the keeper of my history, the architect of my present. He was the one I was supposed to be building a future with, a future of shared apartments, inside jokes, and a platonic love that was supposed to be enough.

It had to be enough.

But it wasn’t. It had never been enough. And Caleb was the living, breathing proof of that.

As if sensing my distraction, Caleb shifted his angle, hitting a spot deep inside me that made my vision go white. The guilt, the shame, the confusion—it all shattered, obliterated by a supernova of pure, unadulterated sensation. A strangled cry escaped my lips. My knees went weak, and if Caleb hadn’t been holding me so tightly, I would have collapsed.

“Yeah, that’s it,” he grunted, his own rhythm becoming more erratic, more desperate. “Let go. I want to feel you come apart for me.”

And I did. I let go. I let the pleasure drag me under, let it pull me apart molecule by molecule. I was lost, adrift in a sea of sensation, and I never wanted to be found again. The sounds coming from me were desperate, wanton. I was begging, pleading for more, harder, deeper. I was a stranger to myself, and it was the most liberating feeling in the world.

I was hooked.

I was ruined.

And as Caleb’s pace quickened, his movements becoming more frantic, his grip tightening to the point of bruising, I knew with a horrifying, thrilling certainty that this was only the beginning. I was in way over my head, and I didn’t know how to swim back to shore.

Or if I even wanted to.

With a final, guttural roar, Caleb buried himself inside me, his body shuddering as he found his release. The feeling of him pulsing within me, hot and possessive, sent me over the edge. My orgasm ripped through me, a violent, all-consuming wave that left me trembling and spent, my forehead pressed against the cool, rough bark of the tree.

For a long moment, the only sounds were our ragged gasps for air, the frantic beating of my own heart in my ears, and the distant call of a bird in the quiet woods. Caleb slowly pulled out, and the sudden emptiness was a cold, stark contrast to the fullness I’d just felt. I stayed there, leaning against the tree, my legs shaking, trying to piece myself back together.

I felt Caleb’s hand on my shoulder, a surprisingly gentle touch after the ferocity of what we’d just done. “You okay?” he asked, his voice softer now.

I couldn’t answer. I couldn’t turn around. I just nodded, a pathetic, jerky motion.

He chuckled, a low, self-satisfied sound. “Good.”

I heard the rustle of clothing as he pulled his jeans back on. I was still exposed, my pants pooled around my ankles, my body marked by him, by the tree, by my own surrender. The shame came flooding back, cold and sharp. I quickly fumbled with my clothes, my hands clumsy and uncooperative. I couldn’t look at him. I didn’t dare.

“Same time tomorrow?” he asked, his tone casual, as if we were discussing meeting for coffee.

My heart stopped. Tomorrow? The thought sent a fresh wave of panic through me. This was supposed to be a one-time thing. A mistake. A catastrophic lapse in judgment. A story I would take to my grave.

But even as the thought formed, I knew it was a lie. I wanted it again. I craved it. I was already addicted to the way he made me feel, to the person I became when I was with him.

I finally risked a glance at him. He was leaning against another tree, pulling a cigarette from a crumpled pack. He was beautiful in a dangerous, untamed way—dark, messy hair, a sharp jawline shadowed with stubble, and eyes that seemed to see right through me. He caught my gaze and smirked, a slow, confident curve of his lips that made my stomach clench all over again.

He knew. He knew he had me.

I didn’t answer his question. I just pulled my pants up, my movements stiff and awkward. I couldn’t find the words. All I could think about was Ethan, back at the campsite, probably wondering where I’d gone. Probably worrying about me.

The man who trusted me.

The man who loved me.

And as I turned and began the long, shameful walk back to camp, with the ghost of Caleb’s touch still burning on my skin and the bitter taste of betrayal in my mouth, I knew with absolute certainty that my life would never be the same. I had stepped off a cliff, and I was still falling, with no idea if I would ever hit the ground.
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The world smelled of old coffee and gasoline.

I leaned against the side of my beat-up Subaru, watching Ethan top off the tank at the pump, the numbers on the display spinning with a cheerful indifference to the state of my bank account. It was a Tuesday morning, the sun already promising a sweltering August day, and the world felt... normal. Unbearably, suffocatingly normal.

“You’re sure you packed the water purifier?” Ethan called out, his voice muffled slightly by the nozzle clicking into its holster.

“It’s in the first pouch, right next to the fire starter,” I replied, ticking the item off a mental checklist. I’d been packing for this trip for a week, my obsessive need for order a direct contrast to Ethan’s chaotic, throw-it-in-a-bag-and-go approach. It was how we’d always been. I was the planner; he was the adventure. I was the anchor; he was the sail. For twenty-one years, our friendship had been a study in perfect, complementary balance.

He grinned, that easy, lopsided smile that had gotten him out of more trouble than I could count. “See? I knew I brought you along for a reason.”

He jogged into the gas station to pay, leaving me alone with my thoughts and the scent of cheap air freshener. I watched him go—the confident set of his shoulders, the way his worn t-shirt clung to the lean muscle of his back. He was handsome. Objectively. I’d known that since we were teenagers, when girls would giggle and pass notes in the hallway, asking if I could set them up. I’d always said no, with a weird, possessive pang I could never quite name. He was my best friend. My other half. That was all.

Wasn’t it?

I pushed the thought down, a familiar, unwelcome intruder. This trip was supposed to fix that. Two weeks in the remote wilderness of the Sierra Nevadas, just the two of us. No distractions, no people, no expectations. A chance to reset before the grind of my new accounting job started in the fall. A chance to get back to us, to the simple, uncomplicated bond that had been the bedrock of my entire life.

Ethan came back out, tossing a bag of beef jerky and two bottles of water onto the hood of the car. “For the road,” he said, sliding into the driver’s seat. “You ready to get lost for a while?”

I climbed in beside him, the familiar scent of his cologne—a mix of sandalwood and something uniquely him—filling the small space. It was comforting. It was home. “Born ready.”

The first few hours of the drive were a blur of highway and classic rock. We fell into our old rhythm effortlessly, arguing about the best Led Zeppelin song, debating the merits of various movie franchises, and singing badly to the radio. It was easy. It was safe. It was the us I knew and loved. But as we turned off the main highway and onto the winding, desolate road that led to the trailhead, a different kind of energy began to build between us. The air grew thicker, heavy with the scent of pine and the promise of isolation.

“God, I needed this,” Ethan said, his voice quieter now, more reflective. He took one hand off the wheel and rested it on the console between us, his fingers just inches from mine. “This summer has been a shitshow.”

“Tell me about it,” I murmured, thinking of my own aimless months post-graduation, the soul-crushing job hunt, the suffocating feeling of being stuck. “Working at my dad’s office was like a slow death by spreadsheets.”

He laughed, a low, warm sound. “I can’t picture you in a cubicle, man. You’re a forest guy. You need to be out here, where you can actually breathe.”

I looked at his profile, the way the dappled sunlight filtering through the trees highlighted the line of his jaw. He was right. I felt more myself here, on this dirt road miles from civilization, than I had in months. Maybe years. I felt a familiar warmth spread through my chest, a deep, abiding affection for the man next to me. He knew me better than anyone. He saw the real me, the one I kept hidden from the rest of the world.

The thought was followed, as it always was, by a flicker of something else. Something hotter, more dangerous, that I’d learned to extinguish almost as soon as it sparked. An urge to reach over and lace my fingers through his. To feel the rough calluses on his hand. To pull him closer and—

I quickly turned my head to stare out the window, my heart thumping a little too fast. It was just proximity, I told myself. Just the intensity of the trip. It didn’t mean anything. It couldn’t.

We finally reached the trailhead, a dusty parking lot empty save for one other truck, which looked like it hadn’t moved in years. The silence that fell when Ethan cut the engine was absolute, broken only by the whisper of the wind through the pines. It was breathtaking.

“Home sweet home,” Ethan said, grinning as he killed the engine. “Last one to the bridge has to make dinner!”

He was out of the car before I could even process his words, grabbing his pack and disappearing onto the trail with a whoop of pure, unadulterated joy. I laughed, shaking my head as I struggled into my own heavy pack. Some things never changed.

The hike to our chosen spot was a familiar ritual. The trail was steep and rocky, the air thin and cool. My thighs burned, and sweat dripped down my back, but with every step, I felt the weight of the last few months lifting from my shoulders. This was real. This was what mattered.

We found a perfect spot a few miles in, a small clearing overlooking a rushing creek, flat and sheltered by a grove of ancient-looking firs. We worked in silence to set up camp, a well-oiled machine of shared labor. He assembled the tent while I cleared the area for a fire ring and organized our supplies. By the time the sun began to dip below the ridge, casting long, golden shadows through the trees, our little home for the next two weeks was ready.

I was crouched by the creek, filtering water, when Ethan came up behind me. He didn’t say anything, just stood there for a moment, his presence a warm, solid weight at my back. Then, he rested his hands on my shoulders, his thumbs gently rubbing the tight muscles at the base of my neck.

I froze. My entire body went rigid, the simple, platonic touch sending a jolt of electricity straight through me. It was an innocent gesture, one he’d done a hundred times before. But this time, it felt different. Or maybe I was just different.

“You’re tense, Leo,” he said, his voice low and soft, right next to my ear. “Relax. We’re on vacation.”

I forced myself to take a breath, to lean into his touch, to pretend this was normal. “Just a long hike,” I managed to say, my voice a little hoarse.

His hands lingered for a moment longer than necessary, his touch firm and sure. “Let me,” he murmured, his fingers digging in slightly, working out a knot I hadn’t even realized was there. A low groan escaped my lips before I could stop it. It felt too good. His hands on me, the scent of him, the quiet intimacy of the moment—it was all too much.

I pulled away, standing up a little too quickly. “I’m good,” I said, avoiding his eyes. “I’ll get the fire going.”

I could feel his gaze on my back as I walked away, a confused, questioning look that I didn’t want to have to answer. What was wrong with me? This was Ethan. My brother from another mother. The thought of him seeing me like this—confused, and unsettled, and... aroused—was more terrifying than any wilderness survival scenario.

Later that night, we sat by the fire, the flames casting dancing shadows on our faces. We’d eaten our freeze-dried meal and were now sharing a flask of whiskey he’d snuck in. The conversation had died down, replaced by a comfortable, companionable silence. The creek gurgled nearby, a constant, soothing sound.

He was looking at me, his expression unreadable in the flickering light. “You’ve been quiet, man,” he said, his voice soft. “Everything okay?”

I took a swallow of whiskey, the burn a welcome distraction. “Yeah. Just... thinking.”

“About?”

“Everything. Nothing. The future, I guess.” It was a half-truth. I was thinking about the future, and how it felt like a vast, empty chasm I was about to step into.

He nodded, his gaze still fixed on me. “It’s gonna be good, Leo. You’re gonna kill it at that job. And we’ll still do this. We’ll always do this.”

His certainty was a balm, but it also felt like a cage. He saw a future for me that was neat and tidy, a straight line from point A to point B. He saw a future for us that was just an extension of our past. And I wanted that. I really did.

But as I looked at him across the fire, at the way the light caught in his dark hair and the earnestness in his eyes, I felt a terrifying, undeniable pull toward something more. Something messy and complicated and forbidden. I wanted to reach across the space between us, to close the distance, to see what would happen if I just... gave in.

The air grew thick with unspoken words, with a tension that had been simmering between us for years. It felt like a precipice. One small step, and we would fall forever.

I took another drink of whiskey, the liquid courage doing little to calm the storm raging inside me. I had to say something. I had to do something.

“Ethan...” I started, my voice barely a whisper.

He leaned forward, his eyes wide, waiting. The firelight danced in their depths, turning them to pools of molten chocolate. The space between us felt charged, electric, humming with a decade of unspoken things. It felt like a precipice. One small step, and we would fall forever.

My gaze dropped to his lips. I wondered what it would be like. A simple question that had haunted my quiet moments for years. Would it be soft? Hesitant? Or would it be like everything else with Ethan—sure and confident and right?

I was leaning in. I don’t even remember making the decision, but my body was moving on its own, drawn to his warmth, to the familiarity of him, to the terrifying, exhilarating possibility of finally knowing.

Just as our faces were inches apart, the world shattered.

A piercing, high-pitched scream ripped through the night, not human, but wild and terrifying. It came from the woods just beyond our camp, a sound of primal fear and violence.

We both recoiled as if we’d been struck, the intimate spell between us obliterated in an instant. Ethan was on his feet in a single, fluid motion, grabbing the heavy cast-iron skillet from our cook kit and holding it like a weapon. His entire demeanor had changed, the soft, open expression replaced by a hard, protective focus.

“What the fuck was that?” I whispered, my heart hammering against my ribs, the blood roaring in my ears. The moment of desire was gone, replaced by a cold, slick fear.

“Stay here,” Ethan ordered, his voice a low, urgent command. He moved to stand in front of me, putting himself between me and the darkness.

Another scream echoed through the trees, closer this time, followed by a frantic thrashing in the undergrowth. It was the sound of a struggle, of life and death playing out in the shadows. My blood ran cold. Bear? Mountain lion? The stories we’d heard as kids about the dangers of the wilderness came rushing back, no longer scary campfire tales but a real and present threat.

Ethan’s knuckles were white where he gripped the handle of the skillet. He scanned the tree line, his body coiled and ready. “Get the bear spray,” he said, not taking his eyes off the darkness. “Now.”

I scrambled for the pack, my hands shaking so badly I could barely get the zipper open. The canister felt cold and alien in my hands, a flimsy defense against the raw power of the wild. I clicked off the safety, my finger hovering over the trigger.

The thrashing stopped. The forest fell silent again, but it wasn’t the peaceful silence of before. It was a heavy, watchful silence. The kind that felt like we were being hunted.

We stood like that for what felt like an eternity, two statues frozen in the firelight, listening to the frantic pounding of our own hearts. The fire crackled, a small, fragile circle of safety in an ocean of encroaching darkness.

Then, a different sound. A low, guttural snarl from the same direction as the screams. It was close. Too close.

“Back up,” Ethan breathed, nudging me toward the tent. “Slowly. Don’t turn your back.”

I did as he said, my eyes locked on the impenetrable wall of blackness between the trees. Every shadow looked like a crouching predator, every rustle of leaves a sign of impending attack. We were a half-mile from the nearest designated campsite. There was no one else out here. No one to hear us scream.

We backed our way into the tent, zipping the flap shut with a sound that seemed impossibly loud in the quiet night. It was a pathetic barrier, a thin layer of nylon and mesh between us and whatever was out there. We sat there in the dark, our breathing ragged, the bear spray clutched between us like a holy relic.

The adrenaline began to fade, leaving behind a bone-deep exhaustion and a lingering, trembling fear. The moment between us by the fire felt like a lifetime ago, a dream from another world. The intimacy had been replaced by a more primal, instinctual need for survival.

“You okay?” Ethan’s voice was a rough whisper in the darkness.

I could only nod, then remembered he couldn’t see me. “Yeah,” I choked out. “You?”

“Yeah.”

We sat in silence for a long time, the sounds from the woods having faded away entirely. But the fear remained, a cold knot in my stomach. I was acutely aware of how close he was, of the warmth radiating from his body, of the solid, reassuring presence of him beside me. In the face of the wilderness’s indifference, he was my only anchor.

My hand brushed against his in the dark. Instead of pulling away, he tangled his fingers with mine, his grip firm and steady. It wasn’t romantic. It wasn’t sexual. It was a lifeline.

And as we sat there, hand in hand, listening to the night, I knew that whatever was brewing between us, whatever confusing, complicated feelings I had for him, they would have to wait. Out here, in the vast, unforgiving wilderness, all that mattered was the person sitting next to you in the dark.
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The morning sun was a pale, hesitant light filtering through the canopy, doing little to chase away the deep-seated chill of the night before. The forest was unnervingly quiet, as if it were holding its breath. We had spent the rest of the night in the tent, waking at every snap of a twig, our hands still loosely intertwined. The fear had forged a new, fragile intimacy between us, but now, in the stark light of day, it felt awkward, exposed.

We broke camp in near silence, the usual easy banter replaced by a heavy, unspoken weight. The events of the night—the almost-kiss by the fire, the primal scream in the dark—hung between us, a ghost neither of us knew how to address.

Finally, Ethan broke the silence, kicking at a loose rock near the fire pit. “I don’t think that was a bear.”

I looked up from coiling a rope. “What?”

“The scream. The thrashing. Bears don’t usually sound like that. And they don’t give up that easy.” He stared off into the woods, his brow furrowed. “Sounded more like a cat. A big one.”

A mountain lion. The words sent a fresh wave of dread through me. “Great. So we’re basically on the menu.”

He managed a weak smile. “We’re noisy. We smell bad. We’ll be fine.” He sighed, running a hand through his already messy hair. “But... maybe we should stick closer to the main trail today. Just in case.”

I agreed instantly. The thought of being isolated out here was no longer romantic; it was terrifying.

The heat of the day built quickly as we hiked, the sun beating down through the trees. By mid-afternoon, the air was thick and humid, our shirts clinging to our backs, soaked with sweat. We were following a wider, more established path now, one that promised to lead to a series of small lakes marked on our map.

“I can’t take this anymore,” Ethan groaned, stopping abruptly and pulling his soaked t-shirt over his head in one smooth motion.

I stopped too, my mouth suddenly dry. It wasn’t like I’d never seen him shirtless before—we’d spent summers at the pool, gone to the beach a hundred times. But this felt different. Out here, in the wild, with the sun glinting off his skin, it was more intimate. More raw.

He was leaner than I remembered, the soft muscle of our adolescence having hardened into the carved, defined physique of a man who spent his life outdoors. His chest was broad, dusted with a smattering of dark hair that narrowed as it trailed down over his stomach, disappearing into the waistband of his hiking pants. His skin was golden, kissed by the sun, and a fine sheen of sweat made his muscles gleam.

He looked... magnificent.

And I was staring.

I quickly looked away, my face flushing, pretending to be intensely interested in the texture of the tree bark next to me. But my eyes kept stealing back. I watched the way his biceps flexed as he wrung out his shirt, the defined lines of his abs as he stretched, the dark, inviting hair in his armpits when he raised his arms. It was a purely masculine sight, and it sent a jolt of desire straight to my groin. It was a visceral, undeniable reaction that I couldn’t control, couldn’t hide.

“Your turn,” he said, tossing his wet shirt over his pack. “You’ll die of heatstroke.”

I hesitated for only a second before pulling my own shirt off. The feeling of the cool air on my overheated skin was a relief, but it also felt like I was exposing myself, laying my own vulnerability bare. I felt his gaze on me, a quick, flickering glance that was just as covert as mine had been. I wondered what he saw. I wasn’t as built as him, more wiry and lean, but I was toned from my own hiking and gym sessions. I felt a self-conscious prickle on my skin, hyper-aware of my own chest, my stomach, the trail of hair leading down from my navel.

We started walking again, and the dynamic had shifted. The air was thick with a new kind of tension, a silent, charged awareness. We were no longer just two friends on a hike. We were two men, openly appraising each other, our eyes constantly meeting for a fraction of a second before darting away, a silent conversation happening in the space between glances. It was intoxicating. It was torture.

After another hour, we found it.

The trail opened up into a clearing, and the world fell away. Before us was a pristine, alpine lake, so impossibly blue it looked like a piece of the sky had fallen to earth. It was surrounded by towering granite peaks, their reflections shimmering on the glassy surface. The air was cool here, carrying the clean, fresh scent of water and stone. It was serene. It was breathtaking.

“Wow,” Ethan breathed, his voice full of awe.

We walked to the water’s edge, the pebbled ground crunching under our boots. We stood side-by-side, our shoulders almost touching, just looking. The silence wasn’t awkward anymore. It was reverent. It felt like we’d stumbled into a sacred place.

I could feel the heat radiating from his skin, smell the clean, salty scent of his sweat. I was acutely aware of every inch of him. The near-kiss from the night before came rushing back, no longer a forgotten moment of panic, but a pulsing, living thing.

Slowly, I turned my head to look at him. He was already looking at me.

His eyes, usually so full of easy laughter, were dark and intense, filled with an emotion that stole my breath. It was longing. It was need. It was the same thing I was feeling, mirrored back at me. It was an answer to a question
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