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Chapter 1

Claire was the first to reach the shoreline. Her blonde hair bounced behind her as she sprinted across the packed sand. Her bare feet slapped against the damp surface. Her toes dug in for traction with each stride. Grains of sand clung to her ankles and calves, kicked up in little bursts as she ran. She held her arms out, elbows bent, and spun in a wide circle, turning herself around once, then twice. Her fingers were splayed and her wrists were loose. The sunlight glinted off her blue bikini. The fabric caught the light as she twirled. “It’s finally warm enough!” She shouted. Her voice was bright and echoing over the gentle rumble of the surf. “I’ve been waiting for this for months!” Her chest rose and fell with each breath, excitement written in the flush across her cheeks.

Ethan smiled, following at a slower pace with Jess and Victoria on either side of him. His steps were measured. Each heel pressed down into the sand before rolling forward to his toes. He wore a faded t-shirt and swim trunks. The shirt clung slightly to his back where sweat had already begun to gather. Jess walked just to his left. Her stride was steady and even. The soles of her sandals left neat imprints behind. Victoria moved on his right, her own pace careful, as if she were measuring every step to avoid stumbling over the uneven patches of sand. Macy, his golden retriever, darted ahead. Her paws kicked up little sprays of sand as she tried to keep up with Claire. Macy’s tongue lolled from her mouth, pink and wet. Her ears flopped with every bound. She lowered her head. She focused, her eyes fixed on Claire’s spinning figure, then veered slightly to chase after a stray gull before returning to her original path.

The air carried a cool breeze from the ocean, but the sun was strong, warming Ethan’s shoulders through his t-shirt. He reached up and tugged at the collar, pulling it away from his skin for a moment to let the heat escape. He could already feel the sand working its way between his toes. It felt gritty and familiar, with the fine grains slipping under his toenails and sticking to the arches of his feet. Each step pressed the sand upward, filling the spaces between his toes and making the skin feel raw and alive.

Jess stopped just short of the water’s edge, the tips of her toes barely brushing the dampest part of the beach where the waves had recently receded. She bent at the waist, dropping her beach bag beside her with a soft thud. The canvas bag slumped over, and she reached down. Her fingers curled around the edges of a large towel. She shook it out once, snapping her wrists, sending a spray of loose sand flying from its folds. The towel unfurled. The corners fluttered in the breeze. Jess crouched. She lowered herself so her knees pressed into the sand and smoothed the towel flat, dragging her palms along its surface to press out any wrinkles. Her black hair was tied back, and a few stray wisps clung to her temples. Her dark sunglasses reflected the endless blue sky. She wore a red bikini that contrasted with her pale skin. The straps dug slightly into her shoulders. Her body was relaxed and confident. She settled onto the towel, first lowering herself to sit, then stretching out her legs in front of her. She leaned back, propping herself up on her elbows. Her head was tilted to one side as she watched Claire race into the shallow surf.

“You’d think Claire had never seen the sun before,” Jess said. She was grinning as she watched Claire. Her lips curled up at the corners. Her teeth flashed white. Her sunglasses slipped a little down her nose. She pushed them back up with the tip of her finger.

Victoria trailed behind, careful to shake the sand from her sandals before she stepped onto her own towel. She paused, lifting one foot at a time, tapping the sole against the edge of her other sandal, watching the grains fall away. She wore a simple green one-piece, the fabric hugging her waist and hips. Her brown hair was styled in a loose braid that draped over her right shoulder. Her green eyes scanned the beach, moving from left to right, searching for a good spot away from the few other locals who’d ventured out. She spotted a clear patch a few feet from Jess and angled her steps toward it. Her sandals left faint marks in the sand. She set down a cooler and a frisbee, which she placed gently on top of the cooler. The plastic handle of the cooler dug into her palm. Then she knelt, her knees sinking into the sand, and opened the bag, her fingers searching through towels and bottles until she found Macy’s favorite toy. She pulled it out, a faded orange rubber bone, holding it up for Macy to see.

Ethan dropped his own bag, letting the strap slide from his shoulder until it landed with a soft plop beside Jess’s. He reached down, grabbing the top of his towel, and gave it a quick shake to dislodge any clinging sand. The towel snapped open, and the edges fluttered in the air. He spread it out next to Jess, using both hands to smooth it flat. He sat down and leaned back, bracing himself on his palms. His legs were stretched out in front of him. The sun warmed his legs, and the heat seeped through the fabric of his swim trunks and into his skin. He looked out over the water, taking in the view. The beach was mostly empty. Just a few distant figures were walking along the waterline, and some footprints were trailing behind. Their little stretch of shoreline was quiet, the only sounds the crash of waves and the distant call of gulls. The town’s main beach was miles away, crowded with tourists, but here it felt like the world belonged just to them.

Claire grabbed a neon boogie board from the pile of gear. Her fingers wrapped around the slick plastic edge. She tucked it under her arm, the board pressing against her ribs. Then she ran into the water, her feet splashing through the shallows. The first wave hit her shins, sending a spray of cold water up to her knees. She let out a whoop as the cold surf splashed up to her knees. Her voice carried over the water. She paused, bracing herself against the next wave. Then she waded in deeper, holding the boogie board in front of her. “Come on!” She called, waving for the others to join her. Her arm swung in a wide arc. “It’s perfect!” She bent her knees, lowering herself so the water lapped at her thighs. She then pushed the board forward, letting it bob on the surface.

Jess shook her head, laughing. Her shoulders were shaking. “She’s going to freeze,” she said to Ethan, settling onto her side and propping herself up on one elbow. She shifted her hips and stacked her knees. Her toes dug into the edge of the towel. She turned her head to look at Ethan. The sun glinted off her sunglasses. “But I guess that’s her problem.”

Victoria tossed the frisbee for Macy. Her arm swung back before snapping forward, and her fingers released the disc with a flick of her wrist. The frisbee spun through the air. It wobbled slightly before leveling out. Macy leapt after it. Her tail wagged wildly, and her paws pounded the sand in a blur of motion. The dog bounded across the sand. Her nails dug in as she accelerated. She snatched the frisbee out of the air with a quick snap of her jaws and trotted back, her head held high. She dropped it at Victoria’s feet. She sat back on her haunches with a hopeful look, tongue lolling, eyes fixed on Victoria’s face. Victoria smiled, crouched down, and ruffled Macy’s ears. Her fingers dug through the thick fur behind Macy's ears before she sent the frisbee flying again, her arm extending fully as she released it.

Ethan spread out his own towel next to Jess and sat down. He let the sun warm his legs. He watched Claire paddle out into the waves. Her laughter was carried back to shore by the wind. The sight of her so carefree made him grin. He leaned back on his hands, fingers splayed against the towel. He closed his eyes for a moment and breathed in the salty air. The warmth of the sun pressed against his eyelids, and he let his shoulders relax. He felt tension draining from his neck and upper back.

Jess nudged him with her foot, her toes pressing lightly against his calf. “You look like you could fall asleep right here,” she teased. Her tone was soft and amused.

“Maybe I could,” Ethan replied, opening his eyes. He turned his head to look at her. A small smile tugged at his lips. “It’s been a long week.”

Jess stretched, her body long and lean, arching her back and reaching her arms overhead. She rolled onto her stomach, pressing her chest into the towel. Her hips shifted as she adjusted her position. She glanced over at Victoria, who was still playing with Macy. Then she looked back at Ethan. “You know, I think this is the first time we’ve all come down here together since last summer.”

Ethan nodded, shifting so he could see both of them. “Feels like it’s been forever.” He crossed his ankles, flexing his toes. He then rested his hands on his thighs.

Victoria finally gave the frisbee one last toss. She watched as it spun low across the sand. Macy bounded after it, caught it mid-air, and returned, this time flopping down beside Victoria. Her chest was heaving. Victoria brushed a few strands of hair from her face. The braid slipped over her shoulder as she sat cross-legged, pulling a bottle of water from the cooler. She twisted the cap off. The plastic crackled under her grip. She took a long drink, tilting her head back and swallowing in steady gulps. Droplets of condensation rolled down the side of the bottle, dripping onto her knee. She set the bottle down and turned to Ethan.

“How are the designs coming along?” She asked. Her tone was quiet and businesslike. “You said you’d have the drafts ready by next week, right?” She leaned forward, elbows resting on her knees. Her gaze was steady.

Jess groaned, rolling her eyes behind her sunglasses. She propped her chin on her hand. Her fingers drummed against her cheek. “Victoria, we’re at the beach. Can you go one afternoon without talking about work?”

Victoria shot her a look. Her lips were pressed together, but then she smiled. “Deadlines don’t care about the weather.” She shrugged, pulling her braid over her shoulder and running her fingers through the end.

Ethan chuckled, shifting so he could see both of them. He pulled his knees up, wrapping his arms loosely around his shins. “They’re coming along. I finished the layouts for the first three houses. Colin’s been a big help with the renderings.” He nodded, glancing down at his hands, then back up at Victoria.

Victoria nodded, satisfied. Then she let out a sigh and lay back on her towel, her back pressing into the fabric. She reached into her bag. Her fingers searched until she found a pair of sunglasses. She pulled them out, unfolded the arms, and slid them onto her face, adjusting them so they sat comfortably on her nose. “Fine. I’ll stop. Just don’t let me fall asleep or I’ll burn.” She stretched her legs out, crossing her ankles. She then rested her hands on her stomach.

Jess grinned, watching Victoria settle in. She shifted onto her side, propping her head up with her hand. Her elbow was planted firmly in the sand. “You’re always the first to complain about deadlines, but the last to actually relax.”

Victoria adjusted her sunglasses and closed her eyes. “I’m relaxing now. See?” She let her lips curl into a small, contented smile. Her breathing slowed as she let the sun soak into her skin.

Ethan laughed and let himself relax fully, lowering his body onto the towel beside Jess. He bent his elbows and slid his hands behind his head, interlacing his fingers so his head rested comfortably against the cradle they formed. The sun pressed down on his skin. Its warmth spread across his chest and arms. Beneath him, the sand was soft and heated, and tiny grains shifted as he adjusted his position. He nestled his hips deeper into the towel until he felt the even pressure along his back. He turned his head to the right, looking over at Jess.

Jess lay on her stomach. Her body was stretched out along her own towel. The bow of her bikini top was tied neatly at the nape of her neck. The knot was snug and symmetrical, with the straps fanning out over her shoulder blades. Her hair was light brown and sun-streaked. It was gathered loosely to the side, exposing the smooth line of her back. She reached forward. Her arm slid into her canvas beach bag. Her fingers rummaged through the contents. They brushed past a folded magazine, a phone, and a pair of sunglasses before closing around a bottle of sunscreen. She drew it out. The plastic was cool and slightly slick from condensation. She held it out in Ethan’s direction.

“Would you mind?” she asked, her tone casual, but there was a spark of playfulness in her eyes, visible even behind the dark lenses of her sunglasses.

Ethan pushed himself up onto one elbow, reached over, and took the sunscreen bottle from her hand. He twisted the cap open with a deft motion. The threads clicked as he unscrewed it. Tilting the bottle, he squeezed. A thick, white dollop of lotion settled into his left palm. He set the bottle aside, then rubbed his hands together. He spread the sunscreen evenly across his palms and fingers.

He leaned over Jess, lowering his hands to her back. His palms made first contact with the skin just below her neck, cool from the ocean breeze, but as he began to work the lotion in, the warmth of his hands transferred quickly. He spread his fingers wide, pressing his thumbs gently along the slope of her shoulders, working the sunscreen into her skin with slow, careful strokes. He moved methodically, making sure to cover every inch of exposed skin. He traced the curve of her shoulder blades. The lotion left a faint sheen before it was absorbed.

Ethan repositioned himself, shifting his weight so he could reach further down her back. He slid his hands along her sides. His fingertips glided over the smooth skin just beneath the edge of her bikini top. He made sure to work the sunscreen into the hollows at either side of her spine. His thumbs pressed in small, firm circles. As he moved lower, he traced the line of her back down to her waist. His hands brushed the top edge of her bikini bottoms. Jess arched her back slightly, stretching out to give him better access. The muscles beneath her skin flexed and relaxed under his touch.

Jess let out a contented sigh. The sound was muffled by the towel beneath her cheek. She shifted her hips, spreading her legs a little wider, so Ethan could reach all the way down to the small of her back. He smoothed the sunscreen over her lower back. His fingers stopped just above the waistband of her bikini. He made sure not to miss a spot, rubbing the lotion in until it disappeared.

“Getting all the important spots?” She teased. Her voice was light as she tilted her head toward him.

Ethan grinned. He did not pause in his work. “Wouldn’t want you to burn,” he replied. His hands moved in slow circles as he made sure the sunscreen was evenly distributed.

Jess turned her head so her cheek rested on the towel, giving him a lazy smile. “You’re very thorough, Mr. Architect.”

He finished her back with a final pass. Then he moved his hands to her right arm. He lifted her arm gently, supporting it at the wrist. He then squeezed a fresh line of sunscreen along her forearm. He rubbed it in, starting at her shoulder, working down to her elbow, then the underside of her forearm, his fingers careful around the delicate skin of her inner arm. He made sure to cover the area around her triceps and the back of her hand, rubbing the lotion in between each finger. He repeated the process on her left arm, lifting it carefully, smoothing the sunscreen over every inch of exposed skin.

Next, Ethan shifted down to her legs. He knelt beside her, placing one hand on her calf to steady her leg as he squeezed more sunscreen into his palm. He started at her right calf, rubbing the lotion into her skin with firm, even strokes, moving up toward her knee. He spread the sunscreen over her knee, making sure to get the area behind it. Then he continued up her thigh, his fingers working the lotion in just below the line of her bikini. Jess shifted again. She flexed her toes and relaxed her muscles as he finished her right leg, then repeated the process on her left. He made sure to cover her ankle and the top of her foot, massaging the sunscreen into the spaces between her toes.

Jess closed her eyes. Her face relaxed, and a slight smile played at the corners of her mouth as she enjoyed the attention.

A sudden shout from the water broke the quiet. Ethan looked up, squinting against the sunlight. Claire was out past the break, riding a small wave toward shore on her boogie board. Her arms gripped the sides of the board. Her legs kicked as she steered. The wave carried her in. The board skipped and bounced across the foam. As the water shallowed, Claire swung her legs to one side. She then hopped off and waded the last few steps to the beach. Her hair was plastered to her forehead and cheeks, and droplets of water clung to her skin. Despite this, she wore a huge, triumphant smile.

“It’s amazing!” she called, breathless, dropping the boogie board onto the sand with a soft thud. She flopped down onto her towel beside Ethan and Jess. Her arms were splayed out, and her chest was rising and falling as she caught her breath. “The water’s not even that cold once you get in.”

Jess propped herself up on her elbows, eyeing Claire with skepticism. “You’re shivering,” she pointed out. Her gaze lingered on the goosebumps along Claire’s arms.

Claire grinned, reaching for her towel and wrapping it tightly around her shoulders. She rubbed her arms briskly through the fabric. “I’m just excited. I missed this.”

Victoria had been lying nearby. She propped herself up on one elbow. She pushed her sunglasses up her nose and peered over the top at Claire. “You’re going to get sand everywhere,” she said, her tone half-amused, half-exasperated.

Claire stuck out her tongue, stretching her neck forward. “That’s the point. It’s not a real beach day if you don’t find sand in your shoes for a week.”

Macy wandered over from where she’d been sniffing at a patch of seaweed. She padded across the sand, her paws leaving small prints. Then, she flopped down heavily at Ethan’s feet. Her tongue lolled out, pink and wet. She panted. Ethan reached down. His fingers dug into the thick fur between Macy’s ears as he scratched her head. Macy’s tail thumped against the sand, sending a small spray of grains into the air.

The hours drifted. Claire alternated between sprinting to the water with her board and returning to sunbathe. Her body was always in motion, never still for long. Jess and Ethan lay side by side on their towels, talking quietly. Sometimes, they just lay in silence, soaking up the sun. Victoria tossed the frisbee for Macy, winding her arm back and sending it flying in a flat arc. Macy chased it. Her body was low to the ground, and her claws dug furrows in the sand, until she finally tired out and collapsed in the shade beside the cooler. Victoria gave up, dropping onto her towel. She placed her sunglasses back in place and folded her arms behind her head.

At one point, Victoria glanced over at Ethan again. Her voice cut through the lull. “Seriously, though. Don’t forget about the deadline. If we don’t get those drafts in, the whole project could stall.”

Jess groaned, rolling her eyes. “You’re relentless. I’m going to start charging you for every time you mention work on a weekend.”

Victoria shrugged. Her lips curved in a small, knowing smile. “I’m just saying. It’s a big deal.”

Ethan nodded, pushing himself up on one elbow. “I know. I’ll have them done. Colin’s making it easier.”

Satisfied, Victoria let the conversation drop. She slid her sunglasses further down her nose and closed her eyes. Her breathing slowed as she drifted toward sleep.

The afternoon sun climbed higher. The light shifted from white to gold. Macy dozed in the shade of the cooler. Her body was curled, and her breaths were slow and even. Claire lay on her stomach. Her hair fanned out in a messy halo. She hummed quietly to herself as she traced patterns in the sand with her finger. Victoria’s breathing grew deeper as she drifted toward sleep. Her sunglasses slipped down her nose until they rested crookedly on her face.

Ethan closed his eyes, feeling the heat of the sun on his skin, the towel beneath him rough with grains of sand. The steady sound of the waves was a constant background, soothing and repetitive. For the first time in weeks, he felt the tension in his shoulders ease. His thoughts slowed until all that remained was the simple pleasure of being surrounded by people, and a dog, he loved.

As the afternoon wore on, the tide crept closer. The waterline inched up the sand. The sun began to dip. The sky was shifting to shades of pink and gold. Claire sat up, brushing sand from her arms. Her voice was soft. “We should do this more often.”

Jess nodded, propping herself up on her elbows. “Agreed.”

Victoria stirred, blinking as she woke, her sunglasses askew. “Next time, I’m bringing an umbrella. I’m going to be red as a lobster tomorrow.”

Ethan laughed. He sat up and gathered the empty water bottles scattered around their towels. He shook his towel out, snapping it sharply so the sand flew off in a spray. “It was a good day,” he said.

Macy barked softly. Her tail was wagging.

Together, they packed up their things. They folded towels and stuffed them into bags, picked up stray sandals, and looped leashes around their wrists. They left only footprints behind. The sand was marked by their passage as they walked back toward the house, and the sky above them was painted in warm, fading colors.


Chapter 2

Ethan pulled his SUV into the small parking lot behind the office. The morning fog still clung to the street. The headlights cut a pale path through the haze. They illuminated the faded lines on the cracked asphalt. He eased the truck into his usual spot near the back fence. The tires crunched softly over loose gravel. He shifted the gear into park, reached forward, and turned the key to kill the engine. The dashboard lights faded, leaving the interior dim except for the faint glow from his phone screen mounted on the dash. He glanced at the time, then unbuckled his seatbelt. The webbing slid back with a muted snap.

He reached over to the passenger seat, where his black nylon work bag rested. The bag was heavy with rolled-up blueprints, a battered sketchbook, and a metal thermos. The thermos was wedged in the side pocket. He grabbed the worn handles, and he felt the weight settle into his palm before he lifted it up. As he opened the door, cold, damp air rushed in. It swirled around his legs. He stepped down from the cab, and his boots landed on the wet pavement. He nudged the door shut with his hip until it latched with a solid thunk.

He walked across the parking lot. His boots left faint, dark prints on the concrete. The fog pressed close around him, muting the world to a gray blur. The building’s rear entrance was marked by a single yellow bulb above the door. The bulb cast a soft glow over the stoop. As he approached, he shifted the bag higher on his shoulder. He then reached out and grasped the metal handle. The door stuck slightly, as always, so he leaned his weight into it until it gave way. The familiar, drawn-out creak echoed through the stillness.

Inside, the lobby was quiet and cool. The overhead lights were on, but set low. They gave everything a gentle, diffused brightness. To his left, a row of framed architectural photos hung in a neat line. The front desk sat directly ahead, a simple slab of polished wood with a computer monitor, a stack of color-coded folders, and a small vase holding a few fresh daisies.

As soon as he stepped into the lobby, Ashley looked up from behind her desk. She was focused on her work before noticing him. Her brown hair was pulled back in a loose ponytail. A few wisps escaped to frame her face. She wore a soft blue blouse, the fabric slightly sheer, tucked neatly into high-waisted charcoal slacks that hugged her hips and thighs before flaring out at the ankle. She had one hand on the mouse, the other resting lightly on a yellow legal pad covered in looping notes. She grinned. Her hazel eyes were alert.

“Good morning, boss,” she called, standing up as Ethan approached.

He set his bag down beside a chair. The weight thumped onto the carpet. He straightened, then opened his arms wide, elbows bent, and palms up in a silent invitation. He stood with his arms open, inviting others to join him.

“Morning, Ashley.”

She stepped around the edge of the desk. Her heels clicked softly on the carpet. She closed the distance between them. She reached out and wrapped both arms around his waist. Her hands pressed firmly against his lower back. Her fingers splayed through the fabric of his shirt. She hugged him tightly. Her cheek brushed against his chest. Her body pressed close, the curve of her breasts flattening slightly against him through the thin fabric of her blouse. She squeezed, holding him for a moment before relaxing her grip.

“You’re going to spoil me with all these hugs,” she teased, pulling back just enough to look up at him. Her hands lingered at his waist. Her fingertips traced the seam of his shirt. “We’re supposed to be professional in the office, remember?”

Ethan laughed, feeling the familiar ease between them. The corners of his mouth pulled up, and he let his hands rest lightly on her shoulders. “I’ll try to restrain myself,” he said, grinning.

Ashley rolled her eyes, the gesture playful. She rose up on her toes. Her left hand braced against his chest as she pressed a quick kiss to his cheek. Her lips were warm and soft, leaving the faintest trace of moisture on his skin. She lingered just long enough for him to feel the shape of her mouth. Then she dropped back onto her heels and slipped away, turning smoothly to move behind her desk again.

“That’s better. Now I can get through the day.” She settled into her chair, tucking one leg beneath her and reaching for her mouse. She glanced at him over the top of her monitor. A smirk was tugging at the corner of her mouth.

He shook his head, unable to hide his smile as he walked past her toward the workroom. He bent to pick up his bag. The nylon scraped against the carpet as he did so, then he slung it over his shoulder. He moved through the glass door separating the lobby from the main office. The hinges gave a faint resistance as he pushed, and the door swung open, letting him step into the heart of the workspace.

The office was small but efficient. The main room was rectangular, with high ceilings and exposed ductwork painted matte black. The far wall was almost entirely glass, letting in the weak morning light and offering a view of the fog-shrouded street outside. Along one side, three private offices lined up in a row. Each office was fronted with glass walls and sliding doors. The open area was filled with drafting tables. Each table was covered in stacks of blueprints, rulers, and mechanical pencils. Several computers sat on long tables pushed together in the center. The monitors flickered with architectural renderings and spreadsheets. Shelves along the back wall held model houses, each one painstakingly detailed with tiny trees and painted roofs. There were also folders packed with old project plans.

Colin was already seated at one of the workstations, his thick-rimmed glasses perched on his nose. His black hair was slightly tousled. A few strands fell over his forehead. He wore a plaid button-down with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows, exposing his forearms, and his slacks were neat and pressed with a sharp crease down the front. He sat with his back straight. One foot was tucked under his chair, while the other was planted flat on the floor. His right hand rested on a wireless mouse. His left hand hovered over the keyboard.

As Ethan entered, Colin looked up from his dual monitors. He grinned. His eyes crinkled at the corners. He leaned back in his chair, stretching his arms above his head.

“Hey, Ethan,” Colin said. “I see Ashley gets a hug every morning. I’m feeling left out.”

Ethan raised an eyebrow, dropping his bag onto his desk. The bag landed with a dull thud, sliding a few inches before stopping against a stack of blueprints. He unzipped the main compartment, pulling out his sketchbook and setting it beside his keyboard.

“You want a hug too, Colin?”

Colin leaned back further in his chair. The seat creaked under his weight. He laced his fingers together and rested them behind his head. His elbows jutted outward. “Only if I get a kiss on the cheek, too. I don’t want to feel shortchanged.”

Ashley snorted from the front. She did not bother to hide her amusement. The sound carried faintly through the open doorway.

Ethan smirked. “That’s the price, huh? You’re going to have to earn it. Let’s see what you’ve been working on first.”

Colin spun back to his computer. The chair swiveled with a soft whir. He reached for the mouse, clicking through a series of folders on the desktop. The screen flickered as he navigated through files. His eyes scanned the list until he found the right one. He double-clicked, and the CAD software filled the monitor with a detailed neighborhood layout.

He gestured for Ethan to come closer, lifting his hand and curling his fingers in a beckoning motion. Ethan stepped up behind Colin’s chair, leaning forward slightly to get a better look at the screen. Colin adjusted the angle of the monitor, tilting it so Ethan could see the entire plan.

On the main screen, a detailed neighborhood layout was open in their CAD software. The team focused on the design as they reviewed the layout. The roads were drawn in precise, thin lines, curving gently across the grid. Colin had laid out the streets in a gentle arc, maximizing the ocean views for the lots. Each lot was outlined in pale blue. There were numbered markers at each corner. The house footprints were spaced to allow for privacy and yards. Green spaces and walking paths wound between them, shown as dashed green lines snaking through the blocks.

Ethan nodded, impressed. He leaned in, bracing one hand on the back of Colin’s chair, the other on the edge of the desk. His eyes traced the curve of the street, noting how the lots closest to the water were slightly larger, with deeper setbacks from the road.

“This is good. You solved the issue with the cul-de-sac I mentioned?”

Colin clicked to zoom in on the area in question. He used the scroll wheel, the image on the screen expanding until the cul-de-sac filled the monitor. The circular road was perfectly proportioned. Five houses were arranged around it. Colin pointed with the tip of his finger, tapping lightly on the glass.

“I did. I shifted the lot lines and adjusted the easements.” He moved the cursor, highlighting the boundary lines and showing how they had been nudged outward. “Now every house on the circle gets a clear backyard and enough space for a pool if they want it.”

Ethan studied the screen. He leaned closer, squinting at the fine print. The changes were subtle, but they made a big difference in livability and resale value. The backyards were now rectangular and unobstructed, and the side yards were wide enough for privacy fences and landscaping.

“Nice work,” he said. “Seriously, this is clean. You’re picking up fast.”

Colin grinned, pleased. He straightened in his chair, rolling his shoulders back. “Wait, there’s more. I put together a 3D fly-through of the whole neighborhood.”

He opened another file, double-clicking an icon labeled FLYTHROUGH. The screen filled with a rendered animation. The camera swooped down the main street. It passed rows of modern coastal homes, each with wide porches and big windows. The renderings showed sunlight glinting off glass and painted siding. Trees lined the sidewalks. They were evenly spaced, with patches of grass and flowerbeds at their bases. The distant glimmer of the ocean peeked through gaps between the houses, a thin blue line on the horizon.

The fly-through turned into a cul-de-sac, circling a small park with benches and a playground. The equipment was rendered in bright primary colors. The animation lingered on the park, showing the walking paths winding through it. Then it pulled back up into the sky, giving a bird’s-eye view of the entire development.

Ethan watched the video twice, standing silently behind Colin’s chair. He took in the details—the layout of the lots, the flow of the streets, the way the houses caught the light. He nodded, his expression thoughtful.

“That’s fantastic, Colin. The clients are going to love this. And it’ll help the city approve the zoning changes.”

Colin looked proud. He glanced over his shoulder at Ethan. His cheeks flushed slightly. “I tried to match your style with the house elevations. I used your sketches for the exteriors.”

Ethan clapped him on the shoulder. His palm landed with a solid pat. “You nailed it. Let’s show Victoria. She’ll want to see this.”

Colin’s eyes widened a little. Despite his surprise, he nodded. He reached out to save the files, clicking the SAVE icon and watching the progress bar fill. “You got it.”

Ethan walked ahead. His shoes made soft contact with the carpet as he led Colin down the short hallway. The corridor was narrow. It was lined with framed architectural prints. They passed the copy room and a small alcove with a water cooler before reaching the open door to Victoria’s office. Inside, Victoria stood behind her desk. Her posture was precise as she sorted through a thick stack of paperwork. She wore a crisp white blouse, and the fabric was smooth and pressed. She also wore a dark skirt that reached just past her knees. Her brown hair was pulled back into a low ponytail, a few stray strands tucked neatly behind her ears. She used both hands to shuffle the papers into a tidy pile. Her fingers aligned the edges with practiced movements. As Ethan and Colin entered, she looked up. Her green eyes were sharp and assessing.

“Morning, Victoria,” Ethan said, stepping just inside the threshold. He motioned with a tilt of his head and a sweep of his arm for Colin to come forward.

Victoria set the stack of papers down on her blotter, pressing her palm on top to keep them in place. She straightened, and her shoulders squared. She then gave them her full attention. “What’s up?”

Ethan moved aside, making space at the front of the desk. “Colin’s got something to show you,” he said. His tone was encouraging.

Colin cleared his throat. The sound was quiet but noticeable in the stillness of the office. He approached the edge of Victoria’s desk, holding his laptop in one hand. He set the laptop down gently. The bottom made a soft thud against the polished wood. His fingers moved to the lid, flipping it open. The screen glowed to life, and he tapped the touchpad to wake it fully. He angled the laptop so Victoria could see the display. Then, he used his right hand to navigate to the project files. “I finished the rough draft for the neighborhood layout, and I put together a 3D fly-through,” he said, glancing up to gauge her reaction.

He found the video file. The cursor hovered for a moment before he double-clicked. The animation loaded, and he clicked play. The screen filled with the rendered neighborhood. Streets and lots unfolded in a smooth digital sequence. Victoria leaned in slightly. Her elbows rested on the edge of the desk, and her gaze was fixed on the screen. Her eyes tracked every detail. They moved as the camera panned through the virtual streets, over green spaces, and around the planned community areas. She didn’t speak. Her lips were pressed in a line, and her brow was furrowed in concentration as she absorbed the layout, noting the arrangement of lots, the placement of trees, the flow of roads and pathways.

When the animation ended, the screen paused on a wide aerial shot of the completed neighborhood. The audience took a moment to absorb the view. Victoria looked up at Colin. Her eyes lingered on his face for a moment before flicking to Ethan.

“This is really good,” she said. Her voice was even, but it carried a note of genuine approval. “The street layout is efficient, and the green spaces are well-placed. The fly-through is a nice touch.” She straightened and crossed her arms lightly over her chest. Her posture relaxed just a fraction.

Ethan nodded. A small smile tugged at the corners of his mouth. “Told you he was picking up fast.”

Victoria’s lips curved into a rare, genuine smile. The expression softened her features. “If you keep this up, Colin, we might have to steal you away from your degree program.” She uncrossed her arms, letting her hands rest on the edge of the desk.

Colin laughed, his voice a little awkward. He closed the laptop. His fingers pressed the lid down until it latched. “I wouldn’t mind. This beats sitting through lectures.” He gathered the laptop under his arm, shifting his weight from foot to foot.

Ethan glanced at Victoria. His eyes met hers in a brief moment of shared understanding. “If he keeps producing work like this, I’d gladly hire him as an assistant. It’d free up a lot of time on the main designs.” He tucked his hands into his pockets. His shoulders relaxed.

Victoria nodded, her expression thoughtful. “Agreed. We’re going to need all the help we can get if we want to keep up with the deadlines.” She reached for the stack of papers again, organizing them into two piles. Her fingers moved quickly.

Colin looked back and forth between them. His grin widened. “I’ll take that as motivation.” He shifted the laptop to his other hand. His posture loosened.

Victoria turned her attention to the paperwork, her movements a little lighter. “Send me the files, Colin. I’ll add them to the client packet for the meeting next week.” She separated out a few sheets and clipped them together.

“Will do,” Colin said. He began backing out of the office. His grip was steady on the laptop. He paused at the doorway, giving a small nod before turning and heading down the hall.

Ethan lingered. His feet were planted just inside the office. Victoria met his eyes. Her gaze was sharp but softer than before. She spoke quietly. Her voice was pitched low enough for only him to hear. “This is good. Really good. I can finally see us getting ahead of the curve.” She leaned against the desk. Her body was angled toward him.

Ethan nodded. A tension eased from his shoulders. “It’s a relief. Colin’s handling the renderings and touch-ups so I can focus on the floorplans. The workload’s actually manageable now.” He ran a hand through his hair, exhaling slowly.

Victoria’s eyes softened. Her green irises caught the light from the window. “You look less stressed already.” She set down her pen, folding her hands on the desk.

He let out a breath he hadn’t realized he was holding. His chest rose and fell with the release. “I actually slept last night.” He gave a half-smile, the admission honest.

Victoria’s lips twitched, almost a smirk. “Don’t get too relaxed. The client made a deadline.” She picked up her pen and tapped it against the desk.

Ethan rolled his eyes, but the gesture was playful. He was still smiling as he left her office, stepping back into the hallway and heading toward the main workspace. The transition from the quiet office to the open area was immediate. The light was brighter, and the space was filled with the low hum of activity.

Ashley sat at her desk. She had her phone pressed to her ear, and her posture was upright and professional. She glanced up as Ethan passed. Her eyes met his. She lifted her hand in a small wave. Her fingers curled and unc curled in greeting before she returned her focus to the call.

Ethan reached his own workstation, pulling out his chair and sitting down. The seat creaked slightly under his weight. He placed his laptop on the desk, flipping it open and logging in. The morning sun filtered through the wide windows, the last wisps of fog outside beginning to dissipate and reveal the outlines of trees and rooftops in the distance.

He navigated to the neighborhood plans, opening the latest files Colin had sent. He clicked through the layouts. His eyes scanned each element. He used the mouse to zoom in on the lot lines, dragging the view across the screen to check the orientation of the houses. He opened a notepad window and typed out notes for revisions, adjustments to lot sizes, ideas for improving sightlines, and tweaks to the arrangement of community spaces. He cross-referenced Colin’s renderings, comparing them side by side with his own floorplan drafts. His attention shifted between screens as he worked through each detail.

The new layout was efficient. The lots were staggered to maximize both privacy and views. Ethan traced the flow of the streets with the cursor, following the planned routes for cars and pedestrians. He paused to study the placement of green spaces. He pictured how families and retirees might use them, picnic areas, playgrounds, walking paths. He could see the neighborhood taking shape, not just as lines and polygons on a screen, but as a real place. Each decision affected how people would live and interact.

Ashley finished her call, setting the phone back in its cradle. She stood and picked up a folder from her desk. Then she walked over to Ethan. Her steps were quiet on the carpet. She dropped the folder onto his desk. The edge landed flush with his keyboard. “Invoices for the last two projects. Victoria wants you to sign off on them.”

Ethan opened the folder, flipping through the pages. He scanned each invoice. His eyes lingered on the totals before he picked up a pen and initialed where indicated. Ashley leaned against the edge of his desk, her arms crossed. She watched him with a small, knowing smile.

“You seem happier,” she said. Her voice was soft but direct.

Ethan looked up, meeting her gaze. “I am. It’s nice having a team I can trust.” He capped the pen and set it aside, closing the folder.

Ashley’s lips curled into a smile. Her eyes were warm. “You know, when I started here, I thought you’d be a hard-ass boss. I had that impression based on what I had heard.”

He laughed, shaking his head. “Sorry to disappoint.”

She shook her head. Her hair shifted over her shoulders. “You’re not disappointing anyone.”

Colin appeared at the edge of the workspace, a mug of coffee in his hand. Steam curled from the top of the mug. He stepped closer, holding the mug up in a mock toast. “So, do I get my hug now, or what?”

Ashley snorted, rolling her eyes. “You’re going to have to get in line.”

Ethan grinned, leaning back in his chair. “I told you, you have to earn it. Maybe if you keep saving me hours of work, I’ll consider it.”

Colin raised his mug higher. His grin was wide. “Challenge accepted.”

Laughter filled the workspace, the tension that had weighed on Ethan for months replaced by a lighter, more hopeful energy.


Chapter 3

The workday wound down under the gentle hum of computers and the soft clatter of Ashley’s keys. Her fingers moved with practiced precision, pressing each key as she finished the last of her emails. The cursor blinked on her screen, and she clicked the “send” button with a flick of her index finger. After that, she let her hand drop to the desk. Her monitor’s glow reflected faintly off the plastic of her water bottle. She reached for the bottle and tipped it back, swallowing the last lukewarm mouthful before setting it aside. She glanced at the clock in the corner of her screen, then leaned forward to log out of her accounts. Her mouse hand moved with tired efficiency.

Victoria emerged from her office. The door swung shut behind her with a solid click that carried a sense of finality. She paused, her back to the door for a moment. Then she reached up to adjust the elastic holding her brown hair. A few strands slipped free, falling along her cheek and neck. She tugged the ponytail tighter, but the escaped hairs refused to be tamed. She let her hand drop and crossed the main workspace. Her heels made muted taps on the industrial carpet. She stopped at Ethan’s desk. She paused with one hand resting on the edge, her thumb brushing the smooth surface as she waited for him to notice her.

“Let’s get out of here,” she said, her voice lighter than it had been all week. Her lips curved in a small, genuine smile. “I’m thinking pizza from that place Ashley used to work at. We can take it home and watch a movie.”

Ethan looked up from his monitor. His eyes blinked as they adjusted away from the screen’s light. He shifted in his chair, rolling his shoulders back and stretching his arms up overhead. His shirt pulled taut across his chest as he arched his back. His vertebrae popped faintly. He let his arms fall. Then he reached down to gather his phone and wallet from the desk, stacking them with care. “That sounds perfect. I’m starving.”

Ashley, overhearing from her desk, swiveled her chair around with a quick push of her foot against the floor. The wheels squeaked as she spun to face them, her knees drawn up under the edge of her desk. “Are you inviting me too, or is this a business partners only thing?” She raised her eyebrows. Her expression was teasing.

Victoria gave her a pointed look. Her eyes narrowed playfully. “You’re coming. You deserve a break more than any of us.” She crossed her arms loosely, leaning a hip against Ethan’s desk.

Ashley grinned. Her cheeks flushed a soft pink. She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, then let her hands fall to her lap. “Good, because I was going to invite myself anyway.” She flashed a quick smile. Her dimples showed.

Colin had been tidying up his workstation at the far end of the room. He slid his laptop into a padded sleeve and zipped it shut. He coiled his charging cable with careful precision, looping it twice before tucking it into a side pocket. He slung his backpack over one shoulder, and he adjusted the strap with a tug. Then, he headed for the door. “I’ll leave you three to your Friday night feast,” he called, pausing with his hand wrapped around the metal knob. “Have fun.”

Ethan stood, pushing his chair back with a scrape. He bent to retrieve his backpack from beneath the desk, unhooking the strap from the chair leg where it had gotten caught. “Don’t work too hard this weekend, Colin,” he said, glancing up as he zipped the main compartment shut.

Colin shot him a lopsided grin. His glasses slipped down his nose. He pushed them up with his index finger, the motion habitual. “I’ll try not to. You’re a lucky man, Ethan.”

Ethan put on his best dramatic voice, puffing out his chest and gesturing broadly with one hand. “Keep up the good work, and one day this may all be yours.” He swept his arm in a mock-grand gesture. He indicated the cluttered office.

Colin laughed. His shoulders shook. “I’m looking forward to it!” He lifted his free hand in a wave, then turned the knob and slipped out. The door swung closed behind him. The office seemed to settle, the absence of his presence making it suddenly quieter.

Ashley finished shutting down her computer. Her fingers moved quickly over the keyboard as she logged out, closed her browser windows, and clicked the shutdown icon. The screen flickered and went dark. She reached down to unplug her charger from the power strip, winding the cord around her palm before slipping it into her purse. She stood, smoothing the front of her skirt, and slung her purse over her shoulder. “I’ll drive if you want,” she offered, glancing at Victoria and Ethan.

Victoria shook her head. Her hand was already fishing her keys from her bag and tossing them to Ethan. “Let Ethan drive. He’s the one with the big SUV. We’ll need room for all the pizza.” She smirked, folding her arms.

Ashley rolled her eyes, but the smile never left her lips. She fell in step beside Victoria as they made their way to the door. Her purse bumped gently against her hip. Victoria pushed open the heavy glass door. She held it for Ashley, who ducked through and stepped onto the sidewalk. Ethan followed and locked the office behind them with a metallic click. He then pocketed the keys.

The evening air was cool, the breeze from the ocean brushing against their faces as they crossed the parking lot. Ashley hugged her arms across her chest, rubbing her hands over her upper arms as goosebumps rose along her skin. Victoria’s hair fluttered across her cheek. She tucked it behind her ear again while squinting against the wind. Ethan pressed the unlock button on his key fob, and the SUV’s lights flashed in response.

They piled in, and Victoria claimed the front passenger seat. She buckled her seatbelt with familiar ease. She adjusted the seat back, pressing the button until she found a comfortable angle. Ashley slid into the back, tossing her purse onto the seat beside her and pulling the door shut with a solid thud. Ethan climbed behind the wheel, adjusting the mirrors and starting the engine. The dashboard lights flickered on, illuminating the interior in a soft blue glow. He tapped the climate controls, turning the heat up a notch. He then shifted into reverse.

The drive through town was peaceful, the streets mostly empty except for a few locals heading home. Ethan steered with one hand. His other hand rested on the gearshift. Victoria scrolled through her phone, checking messages. Her thumb moved in small arcs across the screen. Ashley leaned her head against the window. She watched the streetlights slide past, the glass cool against her cheek.

The pizza place sat on a corner near the main street. Its neon sign flickered in the dusk. Ethan pulled into the lot, easing the SUV into a space near the entrance. He turned off the engine, and the three of them climbed out. The doors closed in succession. Ashley led the way. Her steps were quick and confident as she pushed open the glass door and held it for the others.

Inside, the scent of baking dough and melted cheese greeted them. The warmth of the ovens radiated through the small space. Ashley walked straight to the counter, her familiarity with the staff clear as she exchanged greetings with the girl working the register.

“Hey, Ashley! Haven’t seen you in forever,” the girl said. Her face lit up with a wide smile. She leaned forward, elbows on the counter. Her ponytail swung as she moved.

Ashley grinned. Her eyes crinkled at the corners. “I escaped, but I still come back for the food.” She tapped the counter with her fingernails, glancing at the menu board overhead.

They ordered three large pizzas, one meat lovers, one veggie, and one with extra cheese, plus a couple of salads and a bag of garlic knots. Victoria leaned over the counter, scanning the menu as if she might find something new. Her fingers traced the edge of a laminated specials card. She hesitated over the salad dressings, biting her lower lip. She debated between ranch and balsamic before finally making her choice with a decisive nod. Ashley teased her, poking her gently in the side and rolling her eyes at Victoria’s indecision.

While they waited, Ethan leaned back against a high-top table. He crossed his ankles. He watched Ashley as she chatted with the staff. Her posture was loose and relaxed. She laughed easily. Her shoulders dropped, and her whole demeanor became lighter in the familiar setting. She gestured animatedly as she recounted a story from her time working there. Her hands moved in wide arcs.

When their order was ready, the staff slid the stack of pizza boxes across the counter. Ethan stepped forward, bracing his forearms on the edge as he gathered the boxes, stacking them carefully so they wouldn’t tip. He gripped the bottom box with both hands, pressing the stack against his chest. Victoria picked up the two salad containers, tucking them under her arm and steadying them with her free hand. Ashley scooped up the bag of garlic knots. The brown paper felt warm in her palm. She curled her fingers around the twisted handles, testing the weight.

They headed for the door. They were moving in a loose line. Ethan led, nudging the door open with his elbow since his hands were full. Victoria followed, stepping aside to let Ashley through before pulling the door closed behind them. The evening had grown darker. The sky was deepening to navy, and the neon sign was buzzing faintly above their heads.

As they stepped outside, they noticed a familiar figure blocking their path. Tom stood by the entrance, his salt and pepper hair neatly combed, his mustache as full and impressive as ever. He wore a faded flannel shirt tucked into worn jeans. His hands were shoved deep in his pockets. His boots were planted firmly on the cracked concrete. He watched them approach with an unreadable expression. His gaze settled on Ashley, lingering for a long moment.

Ashley’s breath caught, and she shifted her weight from one foot to the other. Her knuckles whitened around the paper bag. “Hey, Dad,” she said, her voice suddenly small.

Tom nodded at her. His eyes glanced from Ashley to Ethan and Victoria. “Evening.” He straightened his shoulders, his stance broad but not unfriendly.

Victoria smiled politely. Her lips were pressed together as she met his gaze. “Hi, Tom.” She held the salads a little tighter. Her fingers were indenting the plastic lids.

Ethan shifted the pizza boxes to one arm, steadying the stack against his side. He extended his free hand, palm open. “Tom. Good to see you.”

Tom took his hand. His grip was firm and steady. He gave one solid shake before letting go. “You all out for dinner?” His tone was neutral, but his eyes kept returning to Ashley.

Ashley nodded. Her gaze was fixed on the sidewalk, and the toes of her shoes scuffed the concrete. “We’re having a movie night.”

Tom’s gaze lingered on Ashley for a moment longer before turning to Ethan. “How’s work going?”

Ethan kept his tone friendly. He stood with his weight balanced between both feet. His shoulders were relaxed, and he forced a small smile. “Busy, but good. We’re making a lot of progress on the neighborhood project. Couldn’t do it without Ashley keeping us all organized.” As he spoke, he glanced at Ashley, giving her a brief nod meant to include her in the praise. He shifted the pizza boxes from one arm to the other to keep them steady.

Tom’s lips twitched at the corners, but his eyes didn’t quite match the smile. The skin around them stayed flat, unmoved. He kept his hands tucked in the pockets of his windbreaker. The fabric was bunching slightly. “She’s always been good at that. I’m glad she’s working hard.” His gaze flicked from Ethan to Ashley for a moment, then back again, lingering just long enough to add weight to his words.

Victoria stepped in, her voice smooth and even. She placed one hand lightly on Ashley’s shoulder. She squeezed once before letting go. “She’s the reason we’re not drowning in paperwork.” She gave Tom a polite smile. Her posture was straight and open, as if inviting him to relax.

Tom nodded. The motion was deliberate, his chin dipping once. He shifted his stance. His feet scuffed the pavement. Then he looked back at Ethan. His expression tightened. “You hear about the weather out in the Atlantic?” He pulled one hand out of his pocket and gestured vaguely eastward. His thumb was hooked toward the distant ocean.

Ethan shook his head, a quick side-to-side movement. He adjusted his grip on the stacked pizza boxes. The cardboard edges pressed into his palm. “No, I’ve been buried in plans all week.” He let out a short breath. It was the kind that signaled exhaustion more than annoyance.

“There’s a system developing,” Tom said, his tone serious. He drew himself up a little. His shoulders squared. “Could turn into a hurricane. If it does, it’ll be a mad rush for supplies. You should come by the hardware store and get boards and what you need before everyone else cleans us out.” As he spoke, Tom’s eyes held steady on Ethan’s. His mouth was set in a flat line. He jerked his chin again, emphasizing the advice.

Ethan’s eyebrows rose, the lines on his forehead deepening. “Thanks for the heads up. I’ll look into it.” He nodded once, shifting his weight as if to show he took the warning seriously.

Tom grunted. It was a low sound in his throat. “Just keep an eye on it. Never know with these storms.” He glanced at Ashley again. His gaze was softer but still edged with concern. “You heading home tonight?” His voice dropped half a step, the question heavier than it needed to be.

Ashley hesitated. Her lips parted slightly as she looked at Ethan, then at Victoria. She pressed her hands together, fingers lacing and unlacing. “I’ll be around,” she said quietly. Her voice was soft and subdued.

Tom seemed to want to say more. His mouth opened, then closed. His jaw worked for a moment. Finally, he just nodded. The movement was sharp. “Alright then. You know where to find me.” He stepped past them. His shoulder brushed lightly by Victoria’s. He reached for the door, his fingers wrapped around the metal handle. He then pulled it open. The door swung shut behind him with a soft thud. The glass reflected the streetlights for a second before settling.

For a moment, none of them spoke. The night felt heavier, the easy mood from earlier replaced by something tense and uncertain. Ethan shifted his feet, the pizza boxes now feeling awkward in his arms. Victoria let her hand drop to her side. She fixed her gaze on the door Tom had just passed through. Ashley’s shoulders hunched forward. Her arms crossed over her chest as if to shield herself.

They turned as one toward the truck. The silence stretched between them. Ethan led the way. Victoria walked beside him. She clutched her keys tight in her hand, the metal edges digging into her palm. Ashley trailed behind, her head down, her steps smaller and more hesitant. The pizza boxes seemed to grow heavier with each step. The weight shifted and threatened to tip. Ethan paused by the passenger side, balancing the boxes against his hip as he reached for the handle. He pulled the door open, then leaned in to set the pizzas carefully on the backseat. He made sure they were flat and secure before straightening up.

Victoria unlocked the driver’s side and slid into the seat, her movements brisk. She tossed her purse onto the floorboard and adjusted the seatbelt. The fabric pulled snug across her chest. Ashley climbed in behind her, settling into the backseat. She pulled the door shut with a firm tug, then folded her hands in her lap. Her fingers twisted together. Ethan rounded the front of the truck and climbed into the passenger seat. He then closed the door with a solid click. He reached over to check that the pizzas were still level. Then he turned the key in the ignition.

The engine rumbled to life. The dashboard lights flickered on. Ethan glanced in the rearview mirror, catching Ashley’s reflection. Her face was pale. Her eyes were fixed on her hands. He let the truck idle for a moment before putting it in gear.

Ashley let out a long breath. Her shoulders slumped. She stared at her knees. Her thumbs rubbed slow circles over each other. “Well,” she said, “that was awkward.” Her voice was thin, the attempt at humor falling flat.

Victoria twisted in her seat, turning so she could see Ashley more clearly. She rested her elbow on the back of the seat. Her body was angled toward the back. “He’s just worried about you.” Her tone was gentle, but her eyes searched Ashley’s face for a reaction. Her eyes scanned Ashley’s features intently, seeking any sign of response.

Ashley shook her head. Her hair fell forward to frame her face. She stared down at her lap. Her fingers were still moving restlessly. “He doesn’t like that I’m spending so much time with you guys. He knows, but we don’t really talk about it. It just…upsets him.” She picked at a loose thread on her jeans, pulling it between her fingernails until it snapped.

Ethan shifted into drive and eased the truck out of the parking lot. He glanced at Ashley in the rearview mirror. His eyes lingered on her for a second before he turned back to the road. “How does it upset him?” His voice was low, careful.

Ashley shrugged. Her shoulders rose and fell. She pressed her forehead against the cool window, watching the streetlights blur past. “He won’t say it to your face, but he doesn’t like how you live, with all of us. He thinks it’s weird. He definitely doesn’t want me getting involved.” She traced a finger along the condensation on the glass, drawing a slow, uncertain line.

Victoria’s voice softened further. “You’re an adult, Ashley. He can’t make your choices for you.” She reached back, her hand searching until she found Ashley’s knee. She gave it a reassuring squeeze.

Ashley nodded. Her shoulders were tense and hunched. “I know. But he’s my dad. I don’t want to fight with him about it.” She bit her lip. Her eyes were unfocused as she stared at the passing lights.

Ethan glanced at Victoria. Their eyes met for a moment, then he looked back at Ashley through the mirror. “I’ll have to talk to Tom about it at some point.” His grip tightened on the steering wheel. His knuckles were whitening.

Ashley’s head snapped up. Her hair fell away from her face. “Please don’t. It’ll just make things worse. He’ll get mad, and then I’ll have to deal with it at home. Just…let it be for now. Please.” Her voice trembled. Her hands were clasped tightly in her lap.

Ethan considered her for a moment. His eyes met hers in the mirror. He nodded slowly. “Alright. But if it becomes a problem, we’ll need to address it. I don’t want you feeling like you have to hide who you are or who you’re with.” He eased his foot on the gas. The truck moved smoothly through the quiet streets.

Ashley let out a shaky laugh. Her shoulders loosened just a little. “You sound like my therapist.” She managed a small smile. Her eyes glimmered in the dim light.

Victoria reached back again. Her fingers wrapped around Ashley’s hand. She squeezed gently. Her thumb stroked the back of Ashley’s hand. “We just want you to be happy. If you ever need to talk about it, we’re here.”

Ashley smiled. The tension eased from her face. Her eyes shone in the dim light cast by the dashboard. “Thanks. I do love you guys, you know.” She squeezed Victoria’s hand back, holding on for a moment before letting go.

Ethan felt a warmth bloom in his chest, the tension from the encounter with Tom fading just a little. “We love you too, Ashley.” He glanced over at Victoria. A small smile tugged at the corners of his mouth.

The rest of the drive was quiet. Ethan focused on the road. His hands were steady on the wheel. Victoria scrolled through her phone. Her thumb tapped at the screen as she checked the weather app, and the glow illuminated her face. Ashley leaned back in her seat, her head resting against the window. Her eyes were half-closed. The soft hum of the engine filled the silence, punctuated only by the occasional click as Victoria refreshed the page.

By the time they pulled into the driveway, the moon was high above the rooftops, casting pale light over the unfinished backyard. Ethan shifted the truck into park, turning off the engine. The headlights cut out, plunging the yard into shadow except for the silver wash of moonlight.

They gathered their things in silence. Ethan reached into the backseat, lifting the pizza boxes one by one, stacking them carefully so they wouldn’t slide. He cradled them against his chest. His fingers spread wide to keep the stack steady. Victoria grabbed the bag with the salads, looping the handles over her wrist. Ashley slid out of the backseat, pausing to gather her purse and a stray water bottle she’d left behind.

They walked up the path to the front door. The porch light cast a warm circle on the steps. Macy was already waiting at the door. Her tail was wagging in broad, eager sweeps. She sniffed at the pizza boxes. Her nose pressed against the cardboard as she gave a hopeful look up at Ethan.


Chapter 4

They carried stacks of pizza boxes. The front door swung inward, letting in a brief gust of cool night air before it thudded shut behind them. Ashley’s sneaker caught on the edge of the doormat, but she steadied herself. She shifted the precarious tower of boxes in her arms. Ethan reached out, steadying the bottom box with one hand while gripping the door handle with the other until it latched. Victoria nudged the door fully closed with her hip, careful not to jostle the contents.

Macy’s nails clicked across the hardwood as she bounded down the hallway. Her tail wagged in a wide, slow arc. She sniffed the air, and her nose twitched at the scent of cheese and pepperoni that drifted from the pizza boxes. Her ears perked up, and she circled Ethan’s legs, pausing to nudge her snout against his shin before darting to Ashley’s side, gaze alert and expectant.

In the living room, Claire and Jess were already sprawled on the sofa, the television’s blue-white glow flickering across their faces. Claire wore an oversized t-shirt. The neckline stretched wide, so it slipped off her left shoulder, exposing the smooth curve of her collarbone. She had folded her legs beneath her. Her right ankle was tucked behind her left knee, and her toes were flexing against the cushion. Jess lounged at the opposite end, wearing a loose tank top that bunched at her waist. The hem rode up to reveal the waistband of her black panties. Her dark hair was twisted into a messy knot. Several strands escaped to brush her cheek. She had pulled a fleece blanket over her lap. Her bare feet were tucked underneath, with her toes just visible at the edge of the fabric.

“Food’s here!” Ashley announced. Her voice carried as she balanced the garlic knots and a plastic salad bowl on top of the pizza boxes. She followed Ethan into the living room, careful to keep the stack level as she navigated around the ottoman.

Jess’s eyes lit up. She tossed her phone aside onto the arm of the couch, propping herself up on one elbow. “Thank god. I was about to start gnawing on the remote.” She stretched out a hand, fingers wiggling in anticipation. Her gaze was fixed on the topmost pizza box.

Claire grinned, shifting her weight to the right to make space. She pressed her palm into the cushion, scooting over until her hip touched the armrest. Then, she patted the open spot between herself and Jess. “What are we watching?” Claire asked, turning her head to glance at the paused screen. The television displayed a menu of movie options. The titles were scrolling slowly across the bottom. She squinted, trying to make out the names in the dim light.

Jess shrugged. Her shoulders rose and fell beneath the thin straps of her tank top. “I put on some dumb comedy. Didn’t want to start anything serious before everyone got here.” She reached for the remote, and her thumb hovered over the play button. She waited as the others settled in.

Ethan stepped around the coffee table, angling the pizza boxes so he could set them down without knocking over the pile of magazines at the corner. He lowered the stack onto the table, letting the weight settle with a soft thump. He straightened, rolling his shoulders back. He arched his spine, stretching his back, then ran a hand through his hair. “Smells amazing. Ashley, you picked the right one, right?” He glanced at Ashley. His eyebrows were raised.

Ashley nodded. Her ponytail bobbed. She dropped onto the far end of the couch. The cushions dipped beneath her. She set the salad bowl on the table, then slid the garlic knots off the top of the pizza boxes and arranged them beside the salad, lining up the paper bag so it wouldn’t spill. “Meat lovers, veggie, and extra cheese. And garlic knots, because I have a soul.” She grinned, tugging the blanket from the back of the couch and draping it over her lap.

Victoria reappeared at the top of the stairs, her overnight bag now gone. She wore a loose gray t-shirt that hung just below her hips. The fabric clung to her damp skin. The shirt lifted slightly as she moved, revealing a strip of bare midriff above the waistband of her soft black sweats. Her hair fell in dark, heavy waves around her shoulders. It was still wet from a quick shower. She padded down the stairs, one hand trailing along the banister. She crossed the hallway barefoot, toes curling against the cool wood. She entered the living room and curled up next to Ashley, folding her legs beneath her and pulling a throw blanket over both their laps. She wriggled closer until her thigh pressed against Ashley’s. Then she tucked her feet beneath Ashley’s calves, sharing the warmth.

“Perfect timing,” Jess said, picking up a slice of pizza from the open box and tossing it to Victoria. The slice arced through the air. The cheese stretched in a thin strand before snapping. Victoria caught it with both hands, fingers pinching the crust. She grinned.

Ethan sat on the floor near the coffee table, crossing his legs. He leaned back. He propped himself up with his left arm, palm flat against the rug. Macy trotted over and settled herself at his side, lowering her hindquarters until she sat with her back straight. She rested her head on Ethan’s knee. Her eyes were fixed on the pizza boxes, and her tail swept slowly across the floor.

The movie started up again as Jess tapped the remote. The opening credits rolled. Laughter and dialogue filled the room. The five of them fell into an easy rhythm. Ethan reached for a slice of meat lovers, gripping the crust between his thumb and forefinger. He then passed it to Claire, who took it with a grateful smile. Ashley peeled the lid off the garlic knots, pulling one free and handing it to Victoria, who tore off a piece and popped it into her mouth. Jess grabbed a napkin, wiped her hands, and snagged a slice of veggie. She folded it in half before taking a bite.

They teased each other about toppings, arguing over pineapple and anchovies. Their voices overlapped as they spoke. Ashley flicked a piece of green pepper at Ethan, who caught it midair and popped it into his mouth. Claire laughed, her mouth full. She reached for another slice, her fingers brushing Ethan’s as they both went for the same piece. Occasionally, someone would break off a piece of crust and toss it to Macy. She watched each offering with laser focus. Then she snapped it out of the air with gentle precision, chewing slowly before looking up for more.

As the movie played, the atmosphere softened. The characters on screen began to evoke a sense of warmth and connection. The house, usually so open and echoing with the work of construction in the backyard, felt small and cozy. The windows reflected the warm lamplight. The glass turned black against the night outside. The curtains hung half-drawn. The edges fluttered slightly as the heating system kicked on. Outside, the night pressed close, cool and silent. The world beyond the glass was a vague blur.

Victoria and Ashley huddled together on the far side of the sofa. Their bodies pressed close beneath the blanket. Victoria’s hand rested lightly on Ashley’s thigh. Her fingers were splayed, and her thumb traced slow circles through the fabric of Ashley’s leggings. Ashley leaned into her. Her head was tilted so her temple touched Victoria’s shoulder. Her eyelids drooped as the movie wore on. Her lashes brushed her cheeks. Every so often, Victoria would lean in and whisper something, her lips close to Ashley’s ear, and Ashley would stifle a giggle, hiding her smile behind her hand. Their laughter was muffled by the blanket. The sound barely reached the others.

Jess curled up on the other end of the couch, shifting her hips to get comfortable. She tucked her legs beneath her. Her knees pressed together, and her feet crossed at the ankles. Her phone glowed in her hand. She absently scrolled through her feed with her thumb. She glanced at the screen, then back at the movie. Her focus drifted. Occasionally, she’d yawn. Her mouth opened wide as she stretched both arms overhead, fingers splaying wide. The hem of her tank top slid up, exposing a sliver of skin above her panties, the muscles in her stomach flexing as she arched her back. She let her arms fall. Then she adjusted the blanket, pulling it higher over her lap.

Claire nestled herself against Ethan, scooting closer until her hip pressed against his thigh. She let her head rest on his shoulder, the side of her face pressed into the soft cotton of his shirt. Her bare legs stretched out across his lap. One ankle was hooked over the other. She wiggled her toes, brushing them against the fabric of Ethan’s jeans. Her fingers played idly with the hem of his shirt, tracing little patterns along the edge. Sometimes, they slipped beneath to graze the skin of his waist. She watched the movie with a soft, absent smile, eyes half-lidded.

The pizza slowly disappeared. Slices vanished one by one. The boxes became lighter. The top one was empty, and the others were stacked on the edge of the coffee table. The garlic knots vanished next. Ashley and Victoria took the last two and split them, crumbs falling onto the blanket. Only a few napkins remained. They were balled up and tossed into a pile. The salad sat mostly untouched, the plastic lid askew, a lonely bowl amid the carnage of pizza crusts and empty plates.

As the movie reached its climax, Victoria’s breathing evened out. Her chest rose and fell in slow breaths. Her eyes fluttered closed. Ashley’s head lolled onto Victoria’s shoulder. The blanket slipped down to reveal the curve of her waist. Her hand stayed on Victoria’s thigh, fingers slack. Their bodies were tangled together in sleep. Their legs intertwined beneath the blanket, and their faces were relaxed.

Jess let out a huge yawn, her lips parted wide. She then set her phone aside on the armrest. She stretched her arms overhead, elbows locked, fingers curling into fists. After a moment, she let them flop down onto her knees. “I’m not making it to the end,” she mumbled, voice thick with exhaustion.

Claire giggled and nestled closer to Ethan. Her hand tightened on his shirt. “You always do this. I don’t think I’ve ever seen you finish a movie.” She pressed her cheek against his shoulder. Her hair spilled forward to brush his arm.

Jess grunted. Her eyes were half-closed, and her lashes fluttered. “I’m here for the pizza. The movie’s just background noise.” She pulled the blanket higher, tucking it under her chin, and let her head fall back against the cushion. Her eyelids drooped as she settled in.

Ethan smiled, brushing a strand of hair from Claire’s face. He reached up, the backs of his fingers grazing her cheek as he tucked the loose strand behind her ear. The hair slid easily beneath his fingertips, fine and soft, and he let his hand linger for a moment. His thumb traced the curve of her jaw before he let it fall away. The credits rolled across the television screen, and the last names scrolled upward in white against the black. The room fell into a comfortable silence. The faint glow from the TV illuminated the shapes of bodies sprawled across the couch and the thick rug. Macy shifted at Ethan’s feet. Her long body stretched out as she repositioned herself, and she let out a quiet sigh. The warmth of her head pressed against the top of Ethan’s foot. Her fur tickled the sensitive skin above his ankle. Ethan flexed his toes, feeling the weight of the dog settle more firmly as Macy nestled in.

Claire shifted beside him. The blanket slid down her hip. She propped herself up on one elbow. She pressed her palm flat against the couch cushion for support. The fabric indented beneath her hand as she pushed herself up. Her arm trembled slightly from the effort. She turned toward Ethan. Her blue eyes shone in the soft light from the television and the single lamp in the corner. Her gaze lingered on his face, tracing the line of his cheekbone, the stubble on his jaw, and the faint smile at the corner of his mouth. She leaned in, her shoulder brushing his chest. She pressed her lips to his.

The kiss was slow and gentle, Claire’s lips parting slightly as they met Ethan’s. She let her mouth linger on his. Her breath was warm against his skin. Her hand slid up his arm, fingers curling around his bicep. She held him in place as she deepened the kiss for a brief moment. Ethan brought his hand up to her back, feeling the rise and fall of her breath. His palm spanned the space between her shoulder blades. When Claire finally pulled back, she exhaled softly. Her lips brushed the corner of his mouth as she lowered her voice.

She leaned in. Her mouth was close to his ear, and her breath was warm against his skin. “I did it,” she whispered, her words barely more than a breath.

Ethan raised an eyebrow. His brow furrowed as he turned his head to meet her gaze. “Did what?”

Claire’s smile grew, her lips curving upward. A mix of excitement and nervousness flickered in her eyes. She bit her lower lip for a moment, then released it. Her cheeks flushed pink. “I put in my two weeks at the bank. I’m really doing it, I’m quitting.”

Ethan’s eyes widened. His expression shifted from confusion to surprise. He reached for her hand, threading his fingers through hers. He then squeezed gently. He felt the rapid thrum of her pulse beneath the delicate skin of her wrist. Her hand was warm. Her grip tightened in response. “You’re serious?”

She nodded. Her chin dipped. Her cheeks flushed deeper. The pink spread down to her neck. “I thought about it all week. I can’t do it anymore. I want to be here, with you. With everyone. I want to actually live my life, not just work it away.” As she spoke, her voice trembled. She kept her eyes fixed on his.

Ethan felt a surge of pride and relief. He slid his arm around her shoulders, pulling her closer until her body pressed against his side. He could feel the shape of her breast against his chest. The steady beat of her heart echoed through the thin fabric of her shirt. He squeezed her gently, holding her in the circle of his arm. “I’m so happy for you, Claire. You deserve this. After this contract pays out, you’ll never have to worry about working again if you don’t want to. I’ll take care of you.” As he spoke, he brushed his thumb along her shoulder, tracing slow circles through the cotton of her shirt. He continued to speak while his thumb moved in gentle circles.

Claire’s voice softened. Her tone was earnest, and her eyes searched his face. “You mean it?”

He nodded. His gaze was steady. “Absolutely. I want you to be happy. Whatever that looks like.”

She snuggled closer, shifting her weight so that her body fit more tightly against his. She tucked her head beneath his chin. Her hair brushed against his throat. Her arm slid across his waist. Her hand flattened against his ribs as she drew him closer. “Thank you, Ethan. I love you.” Her words were muffled against his chest.

He pressed his lips to the top of her head, feeling the fine strands of her hair catch against his mouth. He held her there, his hand cradling the back of her head, his fingers weaving through her hair. The weight of her decision settled between them. It felt like a new freedom. He let his hand drift down her back, tracing the line of her spine through the thin fabric.

Across the room, Jess rolled over. The blanket slipped from her shoulder as she propped herself up on one elbow. Her brown eyes flicked between Ethan and Claire, sharp even in the dim light. She squinted. Her lashes cast shadows across her cheek. “What’s all the whispering about? Plotting to eat the last slice without me?” Her voice was thick with sleep. However, her lips twitched with amusement.

Claire grinned. Her voice was light as she lifted her head from Ethan’s chest. She pushed her hair back from her face. The strands caught on her fingers. “I just told Ethan I quit my job. Two weeks and I’m free.” She drew her knees up beneath the blanket, tucking her feet beneath her.

Jess’s face broke into a sleepy smile. Her eyes crinkled at the corners. She pushed herself upright. The blanket pooled around her waist. “About time. You’ve been miserable there for ages.” She ran a hand through her hair. Her fingers caught in the tangles.

Ethan glanced at Jess. He then looked at the quiet forms of Victoria and Ashley, both now fully asleep. Victoria’s chest rose and fell in a slow, even rhythm. Her arm was draped across Ashley’s waist. Ashley’s face was turned toward the back of the couch. Her hair spilled across the pillow. He lowered his voice. He leaned forward slightly. “Hey, Jess, did you hear anything about a storm? The one out in the Atlantic?”

Jess reached for her phone. Her fingers curled around the device where it rested on the coffee table. She unlocked it with a swipe of her thumb and opened her weather app. The blue-white glow of the screen lit her face, highlighting the furrow in her brow as she scrolled through the latest updates. “Let me check. I haven’t seen anything serious yet, but I’ll look.” Her thumb flicked across the screen, scrolling through headlines and radar images.

Claire pulled the blanket up over her knees. Her brow creased. She pressed the edge of the blanket against her chest. Her fingers fidgeted with the seam. “I hope it’s nothing. This house isn’t even a year old. I don’t want to see it get torn up by some hurricane.” She glanced toward the window. Her eyes lingered on the darkness outside.

Jess’s expression grew more focused as she read. Her eyes darted back and forth across the screen. “There’s something brewing out there, yeah. Tropical depression so far, but the news says it’s likely to develop into a hurricane by the weekend. No one knows if it’ll make landfall, though. Could just veer off into the ocean.” She set the phone back on the table. Her hand lingered on the edge.

Ethan frowned. He glanced toward the dark windows. He pictured the glass panes rattling in the wind. He imagined rain lashing against the siding. “Maybe I should go see Tom and get some supplies, just in case. Boards for the windows and batteries were needed. That sort of thing." He ran his hand along Claire’s arm. His fingers traced the delicate bones of her wrist.

From the other end of the couch, Ashley stirred. She shifted her position slightly. Her legs kicked out from under the blanket, and her toes brushed Victoria’s thigh. Her eyes fluttered open. They were unfocused at first, then settled on Ethan. She blinked, her voice thick with sleep. “Don’t make him upset. Dad might let us wash away in the floods if he knew how close I’ve gotten to you all.” She yawned, covering her mouth with the back of her hand.

Claire laughed quietly. Her hand slipped into Ethan’s. She squeezed his fingers. Her nails pressed gently into his palm. “That’s so sweet, Ash.” She leaned over, brushing her lips against Ethan’s shoulder.

Ethan nodded, a wry smile on his lips. He shifted on the couch, careful not to disturb Claire pressed against his side. “It might be tricky getting help from Tom if he’s not thrilled about us.” He glanced at Jess, searching her face for reassurance.

Ashley yawned again. Her mouth was wide. Then she shifted closer to Victoria. She curled her legs up, tucking her feet beneath Victoria’s thigh. Her head fell back onto the pillow. “Just…don’t push him, okay? He’ll come around. Maybe.” She closed her eyes. Her breathing evened out as she drifted back to sleep.

Jess set her phone aside. Her brow was furrowed. She pulled the blanket up to her chin, curling onto her side. “I’ll keep an eye on the weather. If it looks like it’s going to hit, we’ll need to get moving fast. These storms can change direction overnight.” She reached for the edge of the couch, gripping it as she shifted her weight.

Ethan nodded. His mind was already running through a checklist. Supplies, backup plans, what they’d need to secure the house and the old place next door. He glanced down at Claire. She was watching him with a soft, thoughtful expression. Her hand rested on his thigh. She traced idle circles with her thumb through the fabric of his sweatpants.

“Don’t worry,” he said quietly. His voice was soft and low. “We’ll be ready for anything.”

Claire squeezed his hand. Her fingers were warm. “I know.” She leaned into him. Her body fit against his side, and her head rested on his shoulder.

The room settled into a gentle silence as the movie credits faded away. Victoria shifted in her sleep. Her arm draped more firmly over Ashley’s waist. Jess curled up again, her phone forgotten on the table. Macy let out a contented sigh, and her tail thumped softly against the rug. The steady pressure of her head against Ethan’s foot reminded him of the simple comforts of the moment.

Ethan leaned back, letting the warmth of the moment wash over him. He let his arm rest around Claire. His hand splayed across her hip as he felt the softness of her body through the blanket. The storm was out there, somewhere in the darkness, but inside, surrounded by the women he loved, he felt safe. For now, the world could wait.


Chapter 5

Ethan lay on his back, the mattress beneath him barely making a sound as he let his full weight settle into it. The mattress gave a little under his body. The springs compressed beneath his shoulders and hips. He let his arms flop at his sides, palms open, feeling the slight give of the sheet stretched tight across the bed. He didn’t bother to move the pillow under his head, just let his head sink into it. The cotton felt cool against his cheek. His jeans felt stiff around his legs, and the seams pressed into his thighs. He didn’t care enough to shift them. The room was dim, only the faintest light from the hallway leaking in under the door. The house was quiet now, the laughter and movie chatter from earlier faded into the deep hours of the night. He could still see the afterimage of the TV’s glow in his mind, the way it had flickered over the faces of the girls as they sprawled across the living room. He’d left the others downstairs. The soft glow of the television still flickered over the living room, but exhaustion had finally caught up to him. He’d barely managed to toe his shoes off, one at a time. He used the heel of his left foot to push the right sneaker off, then hooked the toe of his socked foot behind the heel of the other until it slid free. He didn’t even bother changing out of his jeans and shirt. He just kicked off his shoes and collapsed onto the bed.

He barely had time to close his eyes before he heard the bedroom door creak open. The sound was faint, and he could hear wood rubbing against wood. It was enough to make him open his eyes again. Claire slipped inside. Her blonde hair hung loose around her shoulders. The oversized t-shirt she’d worn all evening skimmed her thighs. She paused just inside the doorway. Her hand lingered on the edge of the door as she eased it shut behind her, careful to press it closed so it wouldn’t click loudly. She moved quietly, each step light, her bare feet silent on the floor as she crossed the few feet to the bed. The hem of her shirt fluttered around her thighs as she moved. The fabric caught on her hips before settling back down. She glanced at him. Her eyes were adjusting to the dimness. Then she pulled back the edge of the blanket and climbed into bed beside him.

She curled into his side without a word. Her head found the familiar hollow between his shoulder and chest. She shifted her body close to his. Her hip pressed against his side, and her knees bent so her legs could tangle with his. Her thigh slid over his. The bare skin was cool against the rough denim of his jeans. The cotton of her shirt brushed against his arm, the fabric thin enough that he could feel the warmth of her skin beneath it. She let out a soft sigh, the kind that only came after a long, good day. Her breath stirred the fabric of his shirt. Her chest rose and fell in time with his.

“Hey,” she whispered, her voice quiet.

Ethan smiled. His hand found her waist beneath the thin cotton of her shirt. He slid his palm under the hem. His fingers splayed out over the curve of her hip, and he felt the skin there smooth and cool. “Hey.”

She pressed closer. Her arm draped across his chest. She shifted her weight so her body was flush against his, the full length of her pressed along his side. “Victoria, Ashley, and Jess are all asleep on the couch,” she murmured. “Ashley’s snoring. Jess is half on top of Victoria. It’s a mess down there.”

He chuckled, picturing the pile of limbs and blankets. He could almost see Ashley’s arm flung over the back of the couch. Jess’s hair was tangled across Victoria’s shoulder, and blankets were sliding off onto the floor. “You didn’t want to join them?”

Claire shook her head. Her hair brushed his chin. The strands tickled his skin, soft and fine, and he could feel the movement as she settled her head more firmly into the hollow of his shoulder. “Didn’t want you to be alone up here.” She looked up at him. Her blue eyes were soft in the dim light, and the pupils were wide. “You looked tired when you went upstairs.”

He ran his fingers through her hair, letting them trail down her back. He started at the crown of her head, combing his fingers through the strands. Then he traced the line of her spine through the fabric of her shirt, feeling each vertebra under his fingertips. “I am. It’s been a long day.”

Claire smiled. Her thumb traced lazy circles on his chest. She pressed her palm flat against him, feeling the rise and fall of his breath. “Tell me about it?”

Ethan let out a slow breath, letting the tension ease from his shoulders. He felt his muscles unclench. His back settled deeper into the mattress. “Work was good. Colin’s really stepping up. I got a lot done, but there’s still so much left. Then running into Tom at the pizza place, the storm talk… It just feels like everything’s happening at once.”

She listened. Her attention was unwavering. She kept her eyes on his. Her brow was slightly furrowed as she took in every word. “You always take care of everyone. Maybe you should let someone take care of you for a change.”

He laughed quietly. The sound rumbled through his chest. “Is that an offer?”

She grinned. Her lips brushed his jaw. She shifted up, pressing her mouth to the line of his jaw. Her breath was warm against his skin. “It is.” She pressed a kiss to his cheek, then another, lingering this time. She let her lips rest there. Her breath fanned across his cheekbone before she pulled back just enough to look at him. “Let me help you relax.”

He turned toward her, meeting her gaze. He shifted his head on the pillow, angling his body so he could see her face more clearly in the dim light. The softness in her eyes was matched by something else, a spark he’d seen before, playful and intent. She kissed him again, this time on the mouth, slow and deep. She pressed her lips to his, parting them slightly. Her tongue traced the edge of his lower lip before slipping inside. Her hand slid up to cup his jaw. Her fingers curled around the line of his cheekbone, and her thumb brushed the corner of his mouth. Her body pressed closer until there was no space left between them. Her breasts flattened against his chest through the thin cotton of her shirt.

They kissed for a long moment. The world narrowed to just the two of them. Claire’s lips were warm and insistent, her breath sweet against his skin. She tilted her head, deepening the kiss. Her tongue moved against his, and her teeth grazed his lower lip. He felt her smile against his mouth as she shifted, swinging one leg over his hips to straddle him. She lifted her body, bracing her hands on his chest, and brought her knee up and over his waist, planting it on the other side. The mattress dipped under her weight as she settled herself. Her thighs bracketing his hips, her bare skin pressed against the denim of his jeans. The hem of her t-shirt rode up as she moved, exposing more of her thighs. The fabric bunched around her hips.

She sat up. Her hair fell in a golden curtain around her face. She reached up, pushing a strand behind her ear. Then she let her hands rest on his chest for a moment, fingers splayed out over the open buttons of his shirt. Her hands found the buttons of his shirt, working them open one by one with practiced ease. She started at the top, pinching the first button between her thumb and forefinger, slipping it through the buttonhole. She moved to the next, her fingers deft, the backs of her knuckles brushing his skin as she worked her way down. Each button came free with a soft tug. The fabric parted to reveal more of his chest with every movement. When she reached the bottom, she spread the shirt open, pushing the panels aside so his chest was bare beneath her. “You always wear too many layers,” she teased, pushing the fabric aside to reveal his chest.

She slid her hands across his chest. Her palms were flat, and her fingers were spread. She traced the line of his collarbone. Then, she dragged her nails lightly down over his sternum, following the faint trail of hair that led down toward his navel. She leaned forward, her hair brushing his skin. She pressed her mouth to his chest, kissing the spot just above his heart. Her lips were soft, the pressure gentle but lingering. She moved lower, kissing along the line of his ribs. Her breath was warm against his skin. She flicked her tongue over his nipple, circling it before sucking it into her mouth. Her teeth grazed the sensitive flesh. She rolled her hips against his, grinding down so he could feel the heat of her pussy through the thin cotton of her panties and the rough denim of his jeans.

Ethan groaned. His hands came up to grip her hips. He slid his thumbs under the hem of her shirt, feeling the curve of her waist, the softness of her skin. He pushed the shirt up, exposing more of her thighs, then ran his hands up under the fabric, tracing the line of her spine. Claire arched her back, pressing her breasts into his chest. Her nipples were hard against his skin through the thin cotton. She rocked her hips again, grinding against the bulge in his jeans.

She sat up, grabbing the hem of her shirt and pulling it up over her head in one smooth motion. She tossed it aside, letting it fall to the floor. Her breasts were bare. Her nipples were tight and flushed. She cupped them in her hands, squeezing them together. Then she leaned forward to press them against his mouth. Ethan opened his lips, sucking one nipple into his mouth, flicking his tongue over the tip. Claire moaned. Her hands tangled in his hair as she held him to her chest.

Without pausing, Claire reached for his belt. She did not stop her movement as she did so. Her hands moved with practiced certainty, the tips of her fingers pressing into the leather as she worked the buckle free. The metal tongue clinked softly as she slid it out of the hole. Then, her fingers moved to the button beneath. She hooked her thumb under the waistband, pulling it taut. Then she slipped her index finger under the button to pop it open with a quick twist. She drew down the zipper, the teeth parting with a faint rasp. She then spread the fly apart, exposing the thin cotton of his boxers.

Ethan lifted his hips from the mattress, pressing his heels into the bed to help her. Claire gripped the waistband of his jeans, her fingers digging into the denim at his hips. She tugged them down. The fabric caught on his thighs, and she worked them lower, inch by inch. She continued until they cleared his knees. She slid her hands down the length of his legs. Her knuckles brushed his calves as she pulled the jeans off his feet one at a time. She dropped them to the floor beside the bed. Then, she returned her hands to the waistband of his boxers.

She paused there. Her thumbs hooked into the elastic. She leaned forward and pressed her lips to his stomach, just above the navel. As she did so, she lowered her head. Her mouth was warm. Her lips were soft as they lingered on his skin. She let her lips part and exhaled a slow breath. Then she trailed a line of kisses downward, each one lower than the last. She pressed her mouth to the line of hair that led beneath his boxers, her lips gliding over the fine hairs. Then she looked up at him. Her eyes were shining with mischief.

“Just relax,” she whispered, her voice barely more than a whisper.

He let his head fall back against the pillow, the muscles in his neck loosening. He watched her through half-lidded eyes. His chest rose and fell as he forced himself to let go of tension. Claire slid her hands under the waistband of his boxers. Her fingers curled around the elastic. She peeled them down slowly. The fabric dragged over the length of his cock, which sprang free as she worked the boxers down his thighs. She drew them past his knees, then over his ankles. After that, she tossed them aside with the rest of his clothes.

Her hand returned to him. Her fingers wrapped around the base of his cock. She held him gently. Her grip was firm but not tight, and her thumb stroked along the underside. She bent forward. Her hair spilled over her shoulder as she brought her lips to the tip of his cock. She brushed her mouth over the sensitive head, her lips barely touching. She let her breath wash over him.

Her tongue flicked out. The tip traced a wet, teasing circle around the crown. She pressed her tongue flat against the slit, lapping up the bead of pre-cum that had gathered there. Then she swirled her tongue around the head again, slow and gentle. Ethan sucked in a breath. His hands fisted in the sheets at his sides.

She parted her lips and took him into her mouth. Her tongue slid along the underside as she closed her lips around him. The heat and wetness engulfed him. Her mouth was soft and yielding. She moved slowly at first. Her lips glided down his shaft, taking him in as far as she could, then pulling back until only the head remained in her mouth. Her hand stroked the length she couldn’t take. Her fingers slid up and down in time with her mouth.

The sensation was electric. It felt soft, wet, and warm. He felt the tension in his body begin to unravel. His muscles loosened as pleasure spread through him. Claire’s eyes flicked up to meet his. Her gaze was steady and intent even as her mouth was full of him. The sight alone nearly undid him. He forced himself to keep still and let her set the pace.

She bobbed her head. Her cheeks hollowed as she sucked him deeper, her tongue swirling around the sensitive underside with each downward motion. Her free hand stroked his thigh. Her nails scraped lightly over his skin, leaving faint red trails in their wake. She squeezed his thigh, kneading the muscle. Then she let her hand drift upward, her fingertips tracing the line of his hipbone.

Ethan groaned. The sound rumbled out of his chest. He reached down. His hand found her hair, fingers tangling gently in the strands. He didn’t guide her, just held on, the feel of her hair sliding between his knuckles grounding him in the moment. She set her own pace, slow and steady. She built him up with every pass of her lips. She let his cock slip from her mouth until just the tip remained, then plunged down again. Her lips sealed around him, and her tongue pressed firmly against the underside.

He tried to hold back, to savor the feeling, but she was relentless. Her mouth worked him with a skill that spoke of familiarity and affection. She twisted her wrist as she stroked him. Her grip tightened just enough to make him gasp, then loosened as she reached the base. She moaned around him. The vibration sent a jolt through his body, and he felt his hips rising off the bed in time with her movements.

“Claire,” he breathed. His voice was rough, and the word was barely more than a gasp.

She didn’t stop. If anything, she increased her pace. Her head bobbed faster, and her hand squeezed a little tighter. Her tongue flicked rapidly along the underside of his cock, tracing the ridge. She took him deeper with each motion. Her lips stretched around the thickness of him, and her cheeks hollowed as she sucked him in. The muscles of her throat flexed as she swallowed around him. Her jaw worked as she moved up and down.

He felt himself getting closer. The tension coiled in his belly. His hips lifted off the bed with each thrust. She kept her hand moving, stroking him in time with her mouth, her fingers slick with saliva. She pressed her palm flat against his thigh, anchoring him as he bucked beneath her. His body strained toward release.

She moaned again. The sound was muffled by his cock, and the vibration pushed him over the edge. He couldn’t hold back any longer. With a low groan, he came. His body tensed beneath her. His cock pulsed in her mouth, thick spurts of cum spilling onto her tongue. She took all of him, swallowing without hesitation. Her throat worked as she drank him down. Her tongue kept moving, lapping at the sensitive head, coaxing every last drop from him as he shuddered in her mouth.

When he finally relaxed, his muscles going slack, she released him with a gentle pop. His muscles went slack as he relaxed. She sat back on her heels, wiping her lips with the back of her hand, her mouth glistening. She looked up at him. Her face was flushed, and a satisfied smile tugged at the corners of her lips.

She crawled up his body. Her knees pressed into the mattress on either side of his hips. Her hands slid up his stomach. Her fingers were splayed, and her nails grazed the skin as she moved. She leaned forward, and her breasts brushed against his chest. Then she straddled his hips, settling her weight on top of him. Her face was close to his. Her breath was warm against his cheek.

He reached for her. His hands found her waist. He pulled her down into a slow, lingering kiss. His mouth pressed firmly to hers. He could taste himself on her lips, and he felt the salty tang mingling with the heat of her mouth, but he didn’t care. She melted into him. Her hands cupped his face, and her thumbs stroked his cheekbones. Her body pressed tight against his. Her breasts flattened against his chest, and her nipples were hard against his skin.

They kissed until the urgency faded, replaced by a slow, building heat. Their lips moved together. Their mouths parted and closed as their tongues slid against each other. Claire sat up, her thighs squeezing his hips. She arched her back, pulling the shirt over her head, and tossed it aside. The cool air of the bedroom met her bare breasts.

Her nipples peaked, soft and pink. The areolas puckered from the chill. Ethan reached up. His hand cupped one breast in his palm. He let his fingers spread. His thumb brushed lightly over the taut nipple as he felt the weight and softness of her breast fill his hand.

He leaned forward, bringing his face close to her chest. His breath brushed over her skin as he angled his head. Then he pressed his lips to her breast. He opened his mouth, taking her nipple between his lips, and drew it in, sucking gently. His tongue flicked out, tracing a slow, wet circle around the stiffening peak. She gasped. Her lips parted, and she arched her back, pushing her breast more firmly against his mouth. Her skin was warm beneath his tongue, the tip of her nipple hardening as he continued to suck and swirl his tongue around it.

She reached up, threading her fingers through his hair. Her nails grazed his scalp. Her grip tightened, holding him close, urging him not to pull away. He responded, shifting his head slightly to take more of her breast into his mouth, letting his lips close around the soft flesh. He suckled her, alternating between gentle pulls and slow, lingering laps of his tongue. Her chest rose and fell with each breath. Her body pressed into him, seeking more contact.

He moved to her other breast, releasing the first with a soft, wet sound. He kissed a line across her chest. His lips skimmed over her skin until he reached her other nipple. He took it into his mouth, closing his lips around it and sucking. His tongue circled the sensitive tip. She whimpered. Her hips shifted in his lap as her thighs tightened around his waist. He lavished attention on her. He alternated between both breasts, moving back and forth, never letting her go too long without his mouth on her.

Her hands stayed tangled in his hair. Her fingers flexed and tugged as she squirmed in his lap. He could feel the heat of her body through the thin fabric of her panties and the bare skin of her thighs pressing against his hips. Her nipples glistened with his saliva, pebbled and swollen from his attention. He grazed his teeth lightly over one nipple, then soothed it with his tongue. This action drew another gasp from her lips. She arched her back again. Her breasts pushed into his face, and her head tipped back as pleasure rolled through her.

She slid her hands down from his hair, tracing over his neck and shoulders. Her fingers splayed across his chest. She reached down. She settled back onto his hips. Her bare skin pressed directly against him. Her inner thighs parted, framing his waist, and her slick heat slid over the hard ridge of his cock. Her pelvis rocked forward, grinding against him. Her clit caught on the fabric of his shorts. She braced her hands on his shoulders. Her nails dug in slightly as she moved, seeking more friction.

Ethan’s hand drifted down from her waist. His fingers trailed over the curve of her hip and along the inside of her thigh. He spread his fingers, sliding his hand between her legs. He pressed his palm to her mound. His fingertips brushed through the wetness slicking her folds. He parted her with two fingers. He felt the heat and softness of her pussy as the swollen lips yielded under his touch.

He found her clit with his thumb, pressing down lightly at first. Then he rubbed slow circles over the sensitive nub. The pad of his thumb moved in steady motions. It never broke contact. His other fingers slid lower, dipping between her folds, gathering the wetness there. He pressed two fingers to her entrance, feeling her body tense in anticipation. He then pushed inside her, sinking his fingers knuckle-deep into her pussy. She was hot and tight around him. Her walls clenched as he began to move his hand.

She moaned. Her head fell back, and her hair spilled down her back in a loose cascade. Her spine arched, pushing her chest forward. Her breasts rose and fell with each breath. Her hips rocked against his hand. Her pelvis tilted to meet the thrust of his fingers. He curled his fingers inside her, searching for the spot that made her gasp, and when he found it, he pressed firmly. He rubbed in slow, insistent strokes.

He watched her face. His eyes traced the lines of pleasure etched there. Her mouth was open. Her lips were parted as she panted, and her cheeks were flushed with heat. Her hands clung to his shoulders. Her nails dug crescents into his skin as she rocked and writhed in his lap. Her thighs spread wider, and her knees braced against the mattress for leverage. Her hips rolled in time with the movement of his hand.

Her breath came faster, each exhale a soft whimper. Her body strained toward release. He kept his thumb moving over her clit, never letting up. His fingers worked inside her, stroking that sensitive spot with unrelenting focus. Her hips jerked. Her pelvis ground down against his hand as she chased the pleasure he offered. Her muscles tensed. Her abdomen tightened as she neared the edge.

“Ethan,” she whispered. Her voice trembled. “Don’t stop.”

He didn’t stop. He kept his eyes locked on hers, watching every twitch, every shudder that ran through her body. He pressed his thumb harder against her clit, increasing the pressure as his fingers curled deep inside her. Her body tensed. Her thighs clamped around his wrist, trapping his hand between her legs. Her breath caught in her throat. Her chest heaved as she hovered on the brink.

She cried out. Her voice was breaking as the orgasm ripped through her. Her hands flew to his shoulders, clutching at him, her fingers digging in. Her body convulsed. Her pussy clenched around his fingers, pulsing in waves as she came. Her hips bucked against his palm. Her thighs trembled. Her whole body shuddered with release. Her head was thrown back, and her hair tumbled over her shoulders.

He held her through it, his hand never leaving her. His fingers were still buried inside her, and his thumb gently circled her clit as her orgasm crested and slowly ebbed. He leaned forward, pressing soft kisses to her chest. His lips brushed over the damp skin between her breasts, then up to her collarbone and the side of her neck. He nuzzled her skin, feeling the rapid flutter of her pulse beneath his mouth.

When she finally relaxed, her muscles loosened as she slumped forward, collapsing against him. Her body went limp. Her arms slid around his neck as she let herself be held. Her skin was warm and damp. Her breath came in soft pants against his ear. He wrapped his arms around her, supporting her weight. His hand stroked up and down her spine.

They lay together in the quiet, the only movement the slow rise and fall of their chests as their breathing gradually slowed. Her heart beat in time with his, the thump of it a steady pulse against his chest. Claire nuzzled into his neck, her lips brushing over his skin. Her hair fell across his shoulder and tickled his collarbone.

“Feel better?” she murmured, her voice thick with drowsiness.

He smiled, pressing a kiss to her forehead. His lips lingered there for a moment. “Much.”

She giggled. Her body was still trembling with aftershocks. Her laughter vibrated through her chest. Her breasts pressed against his skin. “Good. I like taking care of you.”

He tightened his embrace, pulling her closer. His arms wrapped around her back. “I like it too.”

They lay in silence for a while. The world outside faded into insignificance. The storm, the demands of work, the worries that had pressed on them all day, none of it mattered now. There was only the warmth of her body pressed against his, the steady rhythm of her heart, and the gentle rise and fall of her breath. She rested in his arms.

Eventually, Claire stirred. She shifted her weight to the side. She slid off his lap, moving slowly, her limbs heavy with satisfaction. She curled into his side, tucking herself beneath his arm. Her head rested on his chest. She reached down, grabbing the edge of the covers and pulling them up over their bodies, tucking the blanket beneath her chin. He held her close. His hand rested on her shoulder, and their legs tangled together beneath the sheets.

“Promise me something?” She whispered. Her voice was barely audible, and her breath was warm against his chest.

“Anything,” he replied. His hand stroked up and down her back.

“No matter what happens, promise you’ll always let me be here with you, no matter what happens with the storm, with work, or with everything. Like this.”

He squeezed her gently. His fingers traced slow circles over her back. “I promise.”

She smiled. Her eyes drifted closed, lashes fluttering against her cheeks. “Good,” she whispered. Her voice faded as sleep overtook her. “Because I’m not going anywhere.”

He watched her as she drifted off to sleep. Her breathing was evening out, and her body felt soft and warm against his. He let his own eyes close. Exhaustion was finally catching up to him. The tension in his muscles faded as he relaxed into the mattress. His arms were still wrapped around her.


Chapter 6

Ethan woke to the pale morning light filtering through the curtains. His arms were still wrapped around Claire. The thin, grayish light made the room look softer, the edges of furniture and the lines of the window blurred by the gentle haze. Claire’s bare shoulder pressed against his chest. Her skin was warm, and the fine hairs on her arm caught the light as she shifted slightly against him. Her breathing was slow and steady, chest rising and falling in a calm rhythm. Her lips were slightly parted. The back of her thigh rested over his. Her toes were tucked against his calf beneath the sheet. He could feel the gentle heat of her breath on his collarbone, a small circle of warmth that made him want to stay there a little longer.

For a moment, he let himself enjoy the quiet, the silence of the room broken only by Claire’s steady breathing. He traced the curve of her spine with his palm, feeling the subtle dip at her waist and the delicate ridge of her hip bone beneath the sheet. The softness of her belly pressed to his side, the faintest flutter of her heartbeat against his ribcage. He watched the way her hair fanned across the pillow. The strands were tangled and dark against the pale cotton. He closed his eyes, letting the warmth of her skin seep into him, memorizing the way her body fit so easily against his.

But the day was already calling, with work to do, plans to finish, and a whole house full of people who would soon be hungry. He opened his eyes and exhaled, careful not to disturb the fragile peace of the morning.

He slid his arm out from under Claire’s shoulders, moving one finger at a time to avoid waking her. He eased his leg from beneath hers, inching his foot down the bed until it touched the cool wood of the floor. The sheet clung to his hip as he sat up. He lifted it gently, letting it fall back over Claire’s body. She stirred, mumbling something incoherent. Her lips moved against the pillow. She rolled over, pulling the covers up to her chin. Her hand clutched the edge in a loose fist. Her knees curled toward her chest. Her hair spilled across her face. Ethan smiled, watching her for a moment longer, then stood.

He reached for his t-shirt draped over the back of a chair, shaking it out before pulling it over his head. The fabric caught for a second on his shoulder, so he tugged it down. He smoothed it over his chest. He stepped into his jeans. He threaded his feet through the legs one at a time, then pulled them up over his hips. He zipped them, fastening the button, and ran his hand through his hair to flatten the sleep-mussed strands.

He crossed the room, picking his way around the shoes and clothes scattered on the floor. He opened the door slowly, careful to keep the hinges from squeaking. He was aware of the need to be quiet as he slipped out into the hallway, closing the door gently behind him.

The house was peaceful, the only sound the distant hum of the refrigerator and the occasional creak of the settling walls. Light from the windows at the end of the hall made a pale rectangle on the floor. Dust motes swirled in the air. Ethan walked down the stairs. His bare feet pressed into the cool wood, and each step creaked softly beneath his weight.

At the bottom of the stairs, Macy greeted him. Her tail was wagging, and her tongue was lolling out in a doggy grin. Her nails clicked against the hardwood as she trotted over, pushing her nose against his knee. Ethan reached down, scratching behind her ears, feeling the coarse fur beneath his fingers. Macy leaned into his hand. Her tail thumped harder against the wall. He rubbed her head, then ran his palm along her back, feeling the muscles flex as she shifted her weight.

He made his way into the kitchen. Macy followed close at his heels. He flicked on the light. The overhead bulbs cast a warm glow over the counters and the steel appliances. The sink was empty. The counters were wiped clean from the night before. He crossed to the coffee maker, lifting the carafe and filling it with water from the tap. He poured the water into the reservoir, then measured out scoops of coffee grounds. The dark powder mounded in the filter basket. He closed the lid and pressed the start button. He watched the red light blink on.

He opened the fridge. The cold air pricked against his skin. He pulled out a carton of eggs, and he set them carefully on the counter. Then he reached for a package of bacon sealed in plastic. He grabbed a loaf of sourdough and tucked it under his arm. The crust was dusted with flour. He spotted two ripe avocados in the crisper. Their skins were dark and slightly yielding beneath his thumb.

He set everything on the counter. Then he opened a drawer to pull out a skillet and a frying pan. He placed the skillet on the stove, twisting the knob until the burner clicked and a blue flame flared. He peeled back the plastic on the bacon, laying strips in the pan one at a time. The fat began to sizzle almost immediately. The edges curled as they met the heat. He watched the bacon shrink and crisp, using a fork to flip each strip, careful not to let the grease splatter onto his bare arms.

He cracked eggs into a bowl. The shells broke cleanly under his thumbs. He dropped the shells into the trash, then whisked the eggs with a fork. The yolks and whites blended to a pale yellow. He set the bowl aside and sliced the sourdough. He pressed the serrated knife through the crust, and crumbs scattered across the cutting board. He slid the slices into the toaster, adjusting the dial to medium.

He halved the avocados, twisting the knife into the pit and popping it free. He scooped the flesh into a bowl, mashing it with a fork until it was chunky and bright green. He sprinkled in a pinch of salt, then cut a lemon in half, squeezing the juice over the avocado and mixing it in. The scent of citrus rose from the bowl as he stirred.

The coffee maker gurgled. Steam rose from the spout as the pot filled. He pulled down mugs from the cupboard, lining them up on the counter. He poured himself a cup. The dark liquid swirled as it filled the mug. He took a sip, feeling the heat spread through his chest.

The sound of footsteps on the stairs made him glance over his shoulder. Jess appeared first. Her black hair was mussed from sleep. She wore a faded t-shirt and shorts. She shuffled into the kitchen. Her feet dragged on the floor. She yawned. She covered her mouth with the back of her hand, then rubbed her eyes with her knuckles.

“Morning,” she mumbled. Her voice was rough.

“Morning,” Ethan replied, sliding a mug of coffee across the counter. He watched her fingers curl around the mug. Her nails were short and unpainted.

Jess took it gratefully, wrapping both hands around the mug as she perched on a stool. Her knees splayed apart. Her bare legs dangled above the floor. She blew across the surface of the coffee, then took a careful sip. “You’re a saint,” she said after her first sip. Her shoulders relaxed.

Claire wandered in next. She was still in her oversized shirt, and her hair was tangled. She shuffled toward the counter, rubbing her eyes with the heel of her hand. She smiled sleepily at Ethan, then at Jess. Her lips stretched wide.

“Something smells amazing,” she said, sniffing the air.

“Bacon,” Ethan said, flipping a few strips in the pan. He pressed the spatula down. The bacon sizzled louder. “And toast. And avocado, if you want it.”

Claire beamed. Her eyes brightened. “You’re spoiling us.” She crossed to the counter, picking up a piece of bread and tearing off a corner, popping it into her mouth.

Victoria came down a few minutes later. She was dressed in yoga pants and a tank top, and her hair was pulled back in a neat ponytail. She moved quietly, her back straight, her steps light. She gave Ethan a quick hug as she passed. Her arms circled his waist for a second before she let go and opened the cupboard for a glass. She filled it with water from the fridge dispenser. She sipped as she scrolled through her phone.

Ashley was last. Her cheeks were flushed, and her hair was in a messy bun. She wore leggings and an old sweatshirt. The sleeves were pushed up over her forearms. Her eyes were still heavy with sleep. Her eyelids drooped as she paused in the doorway. She hesitated. Then she crossed to Ethan and wrapped her arms around him from behind, hugging him tight. Her chest pressed against his back. Her cheek rested between his shoulder blades.

“Good morning,” she said. Her voice was muffled against his back.

“Morning, Ash,” Ethan replied, patting her arm. He reached back, squeezing her forearm gently before she let go.

Ashley let go and sat next to Jess, pulling her knees up to her chest. She hugged her shins. Her feet were tucked onto the edge of the stool. “I have to go home soon and get ready for the day.”

Victoria glanced up from her phone. Her thumb paused on the screen. “I can take you. I need to stop by the store anyway.” She set her phone down, looking at Ashley over the rim of her glass.

Ashley nodded. Her gaze flicked to Ethan. “Thanks for letting me crash here again.” She tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear. Her fingers trembled slightly.

“Anytime,” he said, meaning it. He met her eyes, holding her gaze for a moment before turning back to the stove.

He finished making breakfast. He poured the scrambled eggs into the skillet and stirred with a spatula until they just set, soft and creamy. He piled the eggs onto plates, adding crisp bacon and slices of toast. He spooned the mashed avocado onto the toast, spreading it in thick layers. He set the plates on the counter, sliding one toward each of the girls.

The girls gathered around the kitchen island, passing plates and pouring juice. The easy camaraderie of the morning settled over them. Jess reached for the orange juice, filling her glass and then topping off Claire’s. Victoria sliced a banana, arranging the pieces on her plate. Ashley picked at her bacon, breaking off small pieces and popping them into her mouth.

Macy sat at Ethan’s feet, hopeful for a scrap. She rested her chin on his knee. Her eyes were wide and pleading. Ethan broke off a corner of toast and held it out; Macy took it gently from his fingers, chewing with enthusiasm.

As they ate, they chatted about nothing in particular. They discussed work gossip, the movie from the night before, and plans for the weekend. Jess recounted a story about her boss. She mimed his exaggerated gestures. Claire laughed. She nearly dropped her fork. Victoria rolled her eyes. She grinned as she sipped her juice. Ashley listened, her smile small but genuine.

The conversation drifted to the storm in the Atlantic, but nobody seemed eager to dwell on it just yet. Jess mentioned the latest news alert, but Victoria waved her off. She then changed the subject to brunch plans for Sunday.

When breakfast was done, Victoria gathered her things. She slid her phone and wallet into her tote bag. She drained the last of her water. Then, she nodded to Ashley. “Ready?”

Ashley stood, grabbing her bag from the floor. She shrugged it onto her shoulder, then paused by Ethan. She gave him another quick hug. Her arms squeezed tight around his waist. Her face pressed to his chest for a moment before she stepped back. “See you at the office?”

He nodded. “I’ll be in later. Got to get some work done at home first.”

Ashley smiled, then followed Victoria out the door. Her footsteps faded down the hall. The house felt quieter with them gone. The energy had dialed down a notch.

Jess and Claire moved around the kitchen. They stacked plates and gathered utensils from the table. Jess scraped the last bits of egg from a plate into the compost bin, then handed it to Claire. Claire rinsed the plate under the tap. Claire’s hands moved quickly. Her fingers curled around the rim, water splashing up her forearms. Jess grabbed a dish towel, drying the clean plates one by one, her movements brisk and purposeful. They exchanged a few quiet words about the day ahead, their voices were low and even. Their conversation was punctuated by the clink of cutlery against ceramic. Jess wiped down the table, pushing in the chairs, while Claire set the dishes in the rack to dry. Each action, from stacking the mugs to folding the towel and hanging it over the oven handle, was carried out with the unspoken dance of people who had done this together many times before. They moved in sync, each knowing their role without needing to speak.

Meanwhile, Ethan stood at the counter. His hand was wrapped around the handle of the coffee carafe. He tipped it, watching the dark liquid stream into his mug. Steam curled upward as he filled it nearly to the brim. He set the carafe back on the hot plate, wiped a stray drip from the counter with the edge of his thumb, and lifted the mug to his lips for a careful sip. The heat pressed against his tongue. He swallowed. Then he cradled the mug in both hands as he walked toward the stairs. Macy followed close at his heels. Her nails clicked softly against the hardwood, and her tail wagged in slow, lazy arcs.

Ethan climbed the stairs. The wood creaked under his weight. He paused at the landing, shifting the mug to his left hand so he could turn the knob on the office door. The door swung inward. The hinges groaned faintly. He stepped inside. Macy trotted past him and circled twice before settling onto her dog bed in the corner. The office was spacious. Sunlight streamed in through the tall windows on the south wall. Ethan crossed to the far window, balancing his coffee in one hand as he rested his other palm on the sill. He looked out at the neighborhood—neat rows of houses, freshly cut lawns, the occasional car gliding past. Beyond the front yards, he could see the backyard below. The backyard was still a chaotic patchwork of churned dirt, stacks of lumber, and scattered construction supplies, bags of cement, a wheelbarrow tipped on its side, lengths of PVC pipe bundled with plastic ties. Farther out, the ocean glittered in the distance. It appeared as a thin silver line under the rising sun. The sight steadied him. The familiar panorama eased the tension in his shoulders.

He turned from the window and set his mug down on a coaster beside the monitor. He pulled his chair out, and the wheels rolled over the rug. He then lowered himself into the seat. He leaned forward. Then, he flipped open his laptop. The screen woke instantly. The CAD software was already open, and its interface was crowded with toolbars and layers. Ethan slid his mouse across the pad, clicking through his inbox. His eyes scanned the latest messages, noting that Colin had checked in from the downtown office. Ethan flexed his fingers, then typed out a quick message. His hands moved over the keys.

Hey Colin, can you send me the street models for the new neighborhood? Need to integrate them into the floorplan files.

He hit send, then took another sip of coffee. The mug warmed his palm. Within seconds, a new message notification appeared.

Already uploaded to the shared drive. Let me know if you need anything else.

Ethan allowed himself a brief smile, the corners of his mouth turning up as he read Colin’s reply. He navigated to the cloud storage, glancing over the list of folders until he found “Neighborhood Streets v3.” He clicked the folder open, selected the files, and began the download. The files were three large model files, each labeled by date and version number. The progress bar inched forward. When the files finished downloading, he dragged them into his working directory. He watched the icons shift from gray to color.

He opened the main site plan, the digital map of the neighborhood filling his screen. He imported Colin’s street models, layering them over the base plan. He zoomed in. The mouse wheel spun under his fingertip until the lines of the roads and the curves of the cul-de-sacs appeared crisp and clear. He clicked through each intersection, matching the street placements to the lot outlines, checking for overlap or misalignment. He toggled the green spaces on and off, confirming that the parks and walking paths fit neatly between the housing clusters. He felt satisfied. Then, he opened the zoning requirements spreadsheet, cross-referencing each lot’s dimensions. He measured the setback distances, highlighting any that came close to the minimums, then adjusted the lot lines by a few feet here and there. The cursor dragged the boundaries until every measurement matched the code.

Ethan reached for the stack of reference books at the corner of his desk. He thumbed through the top one, a thick binder of state building codes, flipping to the section on coastal construction. He scanned the highlighted passages, then checked the corresponding numbers in his digital plans. He pulled out a notepad. He began jotting down a few reminders: wind load requirements, elevation minimums, floodplain setbacks. He slid the book aside and returned to the CAD window.

He started with the largest house. He drew a rough outline of the footprint. Then he began placing rooms one at a time. He used the rectangle tool to mark out the kitchen, adjusting the dimensions until the square footage matched the client’s request. He drew in the living room, positioning it at the rear of the house to take advantage of the ocean view. He added a dining area, then blocked off space for the master suite. He made sure the bathroom and walk-in closet would fit comfortably. He placed additional bedrooms along the east side, spacing them to allow for windows and closet access. He clicked to add bathrooms, a mudroom near the garage entrance, and a laundry area tucked behind the kitchen. After each addition, he checked the measurements. He squinted at the numbers in the margin, then double-checked them with the digital ruler tool. If a wall was off by even an inch, he deleted it and redrew it, notching the lines into place. He made notes in the margin: “expand pantry,” “check egress window size,” “move door for ADA clearance.”

The process was meticulous. Ethan’s right hand moved between mouse and keyboard. His left hand flipped pages in the code binder or scribbled quick calculations on the notepad. He completed the first floorplan and saved the file with a timestamp. Then, he opened a new document for the second. This lot was narrower, so he rotated the house. He shifted the garage to the front and tucked the bedrooms along the side. He adjusted the hallway width, making sure it met the minimum for accessibility. He repositioned the living spaces to maximize the view lines toward the ocean. For the third plan, he started from scratch, sketching the outline with the freehand tool, then snapping each wall into place. He was careful to avoid encroaching on the utility easement marked in red on the site map.

By now, sunlight had shifted across the floor. Bright rectangles crept from the window to the edge of his desk. He leaned back. He stretched his arms overhead, fingers splayed wide as he arched his back. The chair creaked under his weight. He glanced over at Macy, who had curled herself into a tight ball on her bed, her sides rising and falling with each slow breath. He checked the clock on his phone, 11:57. Almost noon.

He turned back to the laptop, selecting the three completed floorplans and opening the “mirror” function in the software. He flipped each plan horizontally, watching as the layouts reversed. The kitchens swapped sides, the bedrooms shifted, and the windows and doors mirrored. He saved each mirrored file under a new name, labeling them with the lot numbers and a note, “mirror.” Now he had six unique options, three base designs and three mirrored versions, doubling the choices for the client.

He opened his email, clicking “compose.” He typed—

Colin, I’ve finished three floorplans for the new neighborhood. I’m sending you the drafts. Can you do a round of touchups and corrections? Focus on code compliance and any layout tweaks you think would help. I want to see how you do with the existing designs.

He attached the six files, dragging them one by one into the email window, then hit send. He exhaled, the tension in his chest easing a little. Colin’s help would save him hours, maybe more, and it was a chance to see how Colin handled the details.

He stood, pushing his chair back. He walked across the office to the window, resting his forearms on the sill as he looked down at the backyard. The dirt was still churned up, tire tracks from the excavator etched deep in the earth. Stacks of two-by-fours leaned against the fence. Nearby, bags of cement were piled in a lopsided pyramid. Spray-painted lines traced the future pool and jacuzzi, and the shapes were rough but distinct. Ethan imagined the finished yard with blue water, deck chairs lined up in the sun, Macy bounding after a tennis ball.

He made a mental note to call the contractor. For now, he returned to his desk, opening the next set of plans. He spent the next few hours working. He paused only to walk to the kitchen and make a quick sandwich: two slices of bread, turkey, cheese, a squirt of mustard, cut diagonally and eaten standing at the counter. The house was quiet, the only movement the slow rise and fall of Macy’s breathing.

Every half hour or so, Ethan tabbed over to his email, and he scanned for a reply from Colin. At 3:04, a new message appeared.

Got your drafts. Starting on the touchups now. I’ll have notes and revisions back to you by tomorrow at the latest.

Ethan typed a quick reply, "Thanks, Colin," then leaned back, letting his hands drop to his lap. The hardest part of the project finally felt manageable.


Chapter 7

Ethan sat at his desk. He rubbed the bridge of his nose with the tips of his thumb and forefinger, pressing hard enough that a dull ache bloomed behind his eyes. The glow from his monitor cast pale rectangles across the office walls, the harsh blue-white light flickering over the stacks of papers and scattered pens. The light outside had already faded to dusk. The window panes reflected only a faint, deepening blue. He blinked several times, trying to clear the blur from his vision. The floorplans he’d been reviewing for hours seemed to swim together. The numbers and lines were merging into a haze of fatigue. He forced himself to focus on a single line, tracing it with his finger. However, the shapes refused to resolve. Macy lay curled on her dog bed in the corner, her body a gentle rise and fall with each slow breath. Her paws were tucked close to her belly. Her breathing was slow and steady, a gentle reminder that not everything in the world was deadlines and zoning codes.

A soft knock came at the door, the sound just enough to break through Ethan’s fog of exhaustion. He looked up, grateful for the interruption. He let his hand fall from his face. His fingers brushed the rough stubble along his jaw.

“Come in,” he called. His voice was hoarse from disuse, and the syllables caught at the back of his dry throat.

The door eased open and Jess stepped inside. Her black hair was pulled into a loose ponytail. A few strands escaped to frame her face. The last glow of daylight filtered through the side window and caught the shine of her hair, outlining her profile in soft blue and silver. She wore a simple t-shirt and leggings. The fabric clung to her curves, outlining the line of her hips and the gentle swell of her breasts. The shirt was faded and thin. The neckline dipped just enough to hint at the shape of her collarbones. Her bare feet made no sound against the hardwood as she stepped in, the skin pale against the dark floor.

She closed the door behind her, pressing it gently until the latch clicked into place. She leaned back against the door, her shoulder blades pressed flat to the wood. She watched him for a moment. Her eyes searched his face. She took in the dark circles beneath his eyes and the slump of his shoulders. “You look like you’ve been in here for days,” she said, her tone light but her gaze steady, searching for any sign that he was worse off than he let on.

Ethan managed a tired smile, the corners of his mouth twitching upward. “Feels like it.” He scrubbed a hand over his face, dragging his palm down over his cheeks and chin, trying to force himself back to alertness.

Jess pushed away from the door and crossed the room. She perched on the edge of the desk, one hip resting against the clutter of papers. Her arms were folded across her chest. She glanced at the monitor, then back at him. “I just checked the news,” she said quietly. Her voice dropped a notch. “They’re saying the hurricane’s going to make landfall. It’s almost certain now.”

Ethan straightened in his chair, the weariness in his shoulders replaced by a flicker of concern. He turned away from the monitor and fixed his eyes on her face. “They’re sure?”

Jess nodded. Her ponytail shifted against her back. “The state hasn’t declared an emergency yet, but the models all agree. It’ll hit somewhere along the coast, probably near us. They’re saying we should start preparing, just in case.”

He let out a slow breath. His chest rose and fell as he looked past her to the window. The sky outside was a deepening blue, heavy with the promise of coming rain. He watched the clouds for a moment, searching for any sign of movement. He then forced his mind back to the present. “Alright. We’ll need to get supplies, board up the windows, check the generator. I’ll talk to the others.” As he spoke, he mentally ticked through the list. He thought about the plywood stacked in the garage, the old generator in the shed, and the rows of canned food in the kitchen pantry.

Jess nodded. Her expression was serious but calm. “I’ll keep watching the updates. If they announce evacuations, we’ll have as much warning as anyone.” She unfolded her arms, letting her hands rest on her thighs.

“Thanks, Jess,” Ethan said, and meant it. He trusted her judgment; she always kept her head in a crisis. He let his eyes linger on her for a moment, taking in the set of her mouth and the quiet confidence in her posture.

She studied him for a moment. Then she cocked her head to one side. “How’s work going?”

He groaned softly, leaning back in his chair until it creaked beneath him. “I’m done for the day. My eyes feel like sandpaper.” He pressed the heels of his hands against his closed eyelids, holding them there until stars danced behind his vision. “If I stare at another floorplan, I’ll go blind.”

Jess smiled, a little sympathy in her eyes. “You’ve been working nonstop.” She reached out and brushed her fingers lightly over the back of his hand, her touch gentle.

“It’s the only way to keep up,” he said, then let out a tired chuckle. “But right now, I can’t see straight.” He let his hands drop to the arms of the chair. His fingers curled around the worn edges.

Jess slid off the desk and crossed to him. Her movements were quiet and sure. She stepped between his knees, her legs brushed against his. She settled onto his lap without asking. The weight of her body pressed down on him, grounding him. Her thighs straddled his hips. Her arms wrapped around his neck. Her skin felt warm where her wrists brushed the back of his neck. She pressed her chest to his. Her breasts flattened slightly against his bare skin beneath the thin fabric of her shirt. Her body was warm against his. Her scent was familiar and comforting, a mixture of clean cotton and the faint salt of sweat from the summer heat. She looked down at him. Her lips curved into a small smile, and her eyes focused on his.

He let his hands rest on her hips. His palms settled against the curve of her waist. He felt the heat of her skin through the thin fabric, the muscles beneath her flesh tense and alive. The exhaustion that had weighed him down all day began to melt away in the presence of her touch, replaced by a slow, insistent thrum of desire.

Jess leaned in and kissed him, slow and deliberate. Her lips pressed firmly to his. The contact was soft at first, then grew more insistent as she shifted her weight forward. Her breath was warm against his cheek. Her lips parted slightly to let her tongue slip between his. Ethan let himself sink into it. His hands tightened on her waist, fingers digging into the soft flesh just above her hips. He felt her relax. Her body molded to his, and her thighs pressed tighter around his hips.

When she pulled back, her eyes met his, dark and intent. “We don’t get much time alone anymore,” she said quietly. “Between my job, your job, and the others… I miss this.” Her voice was low. Her breath was still quick from the kiss.

Ethan reached up and brushed a strand of hair from her face. His fingers tucked it gently behind her ear. He let his thumb linger on the curve of her cheek, tracing the line of her jaw. “Me too.” His voice was rough, thick with emotion and want.

She glanced at the clock on the wall, then back at him. “You’re free now?”

“For you? Always,” he said, and meant it. He let his hand slide down to her thigh. His fingers curled around the warm flesh.

Jess laughed. The sound was low and genuine. She leaned in and kissed him again. Her hands slid up into his hair, fingers threading through the strands and tugging him closer. This time, the kiss was deeper, hungrier. Her tongue pressed into his mouth, and her teeth grazed his lower lip. Ethan’s pulse quickened. The fatigue in his body was replaced by something electric, and a sharp ache was building in his groin.

She shifted on his lap, spreading her thighs wider to straddle him more securely. Her weight settled directly over his cock. He could feel himself hardening beneath her, the pressure of her body sending sparks of pleasure through his nerves. Her hands found the hem of his shirt and tugged it upward. Her fingers slipped beneath the fabric to brush against his bare skin. He raised his arms, holding them above his head. She pulled the shirt off in one smooth motion, the cotton dragging over his chest and shoulders before she tossed it aside, letting it land in a heap on the floor. Her eyes drank him in. Her gaze lingered on the lines of his chest and the trail of hair that led down from his navel.

Ethan reached for her. His hands slid beneath her t-shirt, palms gliding over the soft, warm skin of her back, feeling the slight arch as she pressed her chest forward. The muscles of her back were tense beneath his touch, her skin hot and alive. He let his fingers drift higher, searching for the clasp of her bra. He found it by touch, the small metal hooks nestled between her shoulder blades. He unhooked it with practiced ease, his thumb flicking the catch free.

Jess grinned. Her eyes glinted with mischief. “Show-off.” She shrugged her shoulders, letting the straps of her bra slip down her arms. The cups fell away to reveal the swell of her breasts beneath the thin cotton of her t-shirt.

He shrugged. His shoulders rose and fell with a loose, easy motion. He reached for her. His fingers slid beneath the thin straps of her shirt. The pads of his thumbs pressed lightly against her skin as he eased the straps down, inch by inch, exposing more of her shoulders. The fabric caught briefly on her upper arms, and he paused to coax it further. His knuckles brushed along the curve where her neck met her shoulder. With the straps pooled at her elbows, she took over, gathering the hem of her shirt and bra together in her fists. She raised her arms, and her elbows were bent as she pulled both garments up and over her head in one swift movement. The shirt and bra tangled for a moment at her wrists before she shook them free, dropping them to the floor behind her. Her breasts came into view. The soft, pale skin caught what little light filtered through the blinds. Her nipples stood out. They were dusky and already tightening in the cool air.

Ethan sat forward. His eyes were fixed on her chest. He reached out with both hands, cupping her breasts gently. His palms molded to their shape. His fingers splayed wide to support their weight. He let his thumbs drift upward, brushing over her nipples in slow, deliberate strokes. He circled each nipple with the pad of his thumb, pressing just enough to coax a response. The skin puckered and hardened beneath his touch. The nipples drew up tight. He repeated the motion, moving back and forth, watching the way her body reacted. Her chest rose and fell with each breath, the muscles beneath her skin tensing.

She let out a soft sigh. The sound escaped her lips as she arched her back into his hands. Her spine curved, pushing her breasts more firmly into his palms. She murmured, “Missed this,” and her tone was soft and sincere.

He leaned in, lowering his head toward her chest. He pressed his lips to the swell of her right breast, the heat of his mouth seeping into her skin. He lingered there for a moment. Then he shifted, placing another kiss at the hollow of her collarbone. His lips traced the line of her bone, moving slowly, savoring the feel of her skin beneath his mouth.

Jess reached up, threading her fingers through his hair. She spread her fingers wide, burying them in the thick strands, applying gentle pressure to keep him close. Her nails scraped lightly along his scalp as he continued his exploration. He trailed a line of kisses across her chest, moving from one breast to the other. When he reached her left nipple, he flicked his tongue out. He circled the tip in a slow, teasing spiral. He repeated the motion on her right. His tongue traced the tight bud, then flicked across it. She shivered. Her breath caught in her throat, and her chest trembled under his mouth.

Jess’s hands left his hair and moved down. Her fingers found the buckle of his belt. She worked quickly, her movements deft and impatient. She slid the tongue of the belt free. The metal clinked softly as she pulled it loose. She unbuttoned his jeans. Her knuckles brushed the hard line of his stomach. She tugged the zipper down. The fabric separated with a gentle resistance. Ethan lifted his hips, bracing his feet against the floor and pushing upward to help her. She hooked her thumbs into the waistband of both his jeans and boxers, pulling them down in one steady motion. The denim and cotton slid over his thighs, catching at his knees before she worked them the rest of the way off. His cock sprang free. It was already hard, the head flushed and glistening.

She wrapped her hand around him. Her fingers curled firmly around the base. Her grip was confident. Her thumb pressed along the underside as she began to stroke him. She moved her hand slowly, sliding her fist up the length of his shaft, then back down. Her palm twisted slightly with each stroke. The skin shifted under her touch. The veins stood out in sharp relief. Ethan groaned. The sound rumbled in his chest. His hands moved to her waist, fingers digging into the curve above her hips. He held her steady as she stroked him.

Jess straightened, standing in front of him. She hooked her thumbs into the waistband of her leggings, pushing them down over her hips. The fabric clung to her thighs, stretching over the swell of her ass before sliding down her legs. She bent at the waist, peeling the leggings off completely and stepping out of them one foot at a time. Her panties followed. The thin cotton caught for a moment at her knees before she pushed them all the way down and kicked them aside. She stood before him. She was completely bare, and her skin was flushed with arousal. Her breasts swayed slightly as she moved. The nipples remained hard.

She climbed onto the couch, straddling his lap. She settled her knees on either side of his hips. Her thighs pressed against his. Her skin was warm and soft, the heat of her body radiating against his. Her breasts hung just above his face. They were full and inviting. She reached between them, wrapping her fingers around his cock again. She lifted her hips, guiding the head of his cock to her entrance. She rubbed the tip along her slit, coating him in her wetness. Then she positioned him at her opening.

Ethan held his breath. His hands gripped her hips. Jess lowered herself slowly. Her thighs tensed as she sank down onto him. The head of his cock slipped inside her. The tight heat of her body enveloped him. She paused for a moment. She was adjusting to the stretch, then continued her descent. Inch by inch, she took him deeper. Her inner muscles clenched around him. When he was fully inside her and their hips pressed flush together, they both exhaled at the same time. It was a shared gasp of pleasure.

Jess began to move, rocking her hips in a slow, steady rhythm. She rolled her pelvis forward, grinding against him. Then she pulled back, letting the length of his cock slide almost all the way out before sinking back down. Her thighs flexed with each movement. The muscles stood out under her skin. Ethan let his hands roam her body. He slid his palms up her sides, tracing the curve of her waist. He then moved his hands down to her thighs, squeezing the soft flesh. He ran his fingers along the arch of her back, feeling the shift of her muscles as she rode him. He watched her face. He noticed the way her eyes fluttered shut and her lips parted in quiet moans. Her cheeks flushed. Her hair fell forward to frame her face.

He leaned forward, wrapping one arm around her waist to steady her. He brought his mouth to her breast, capturing one nipple between his lips. He sucked gently. He drew the tight bud into his mouth. His tongue flicked over the sensitive tip, swirling around it in slow, wet circles. Jess gasped. Her hands slid into his hair again, and her fingers twisted in the strands. She arched her back, pushing her breast further into his mouth. Her hips moved faster, grinding against him with growing urgency. Her movements were less controlled now.

Ethan slid one hand between her thighs. His fingers found the slick, swollen nub of her clit. He pressed his thumb against it, rubbing slow, firm circles. The circles matched the rhythm of her hips. He kept the pressure steady, tracing the sensitive flesh in time with her movements. Jess’s breath hitched. Her body tightened around him, and her inner muscles fluttered.

She leaned down, capturing his mouth in a kiss. Her lips were hungry and urgent. Her tongue pushed into his mouth. He met her kiss with equal intensity. Their tongues tangled and their teeth grazed. Their bodies moved together, perfectly in sync. The world outside the office faded away. There was no storm, no deadlines, nothing but the heat of their bodies and the press of skin against skin.

Jess broke the kiss. Her forehead rested against his. Her breath came in short, shaky bursts. “Don’t stop,” she whispered. Her voice trembled with need.

“I’m not going anywhere,” Ethan promised. His tone was low and rough.

She rode him harder. Her hips snapped forward with each thrust. Her breaths came in short, desperate gasps. Her chest was heaving. Ethan felt himself getting close. The pleasure built with every movement. Jess’s body tensed. Her nails dug into his shoulders, leaving red crescents in his skin.

“I’m close,” she whispered. Her voice was ragged.

Ethan thrust up into her. His hands gripped her hips tightly. He drove himself deeper. The heat coiled in his belly, and pressure built to a breaking point. With a low groan, he came. His cock pulsed inside her, thick spurts of cum filling her. Jess cried out. Her body clenched around him, her muscles milking every last drop from him.

They didn’t stop. Jess kept moving. Her hips ground against him in slow, languid circles. Ethan stayed hard inside her. His cock was still buried deep. He let his hands roam her body again, caressing her sides, cupping her breasts, thumbing her nipples. He leaned forward, pressing kisses to her neck, along her jaw, then finally to her lips. Her skin was hot, flushed from exertion.

Jess’s breath quickened again. Her body shivered in his arms. She rode him slowly, her eyes locked on his. Her gaze was intense. Ethan slid his fingers between her legs, finding her clit once more. He rubbed gentle, precise circles, increasing the pressure as her hips bucked against his hand.

She gasped. Her body arched, and her hands clutched his shoulders for support. “Ethan,” she managed, her voice breaking.

He pressed his thumb harder, matching the rhythm of her hips. Jess trembled. Her body tightened around him, and her inner muscles clenched. With a strangled moan, she came. Her body shuddered, and her cunt squeezed his cock in powerful waves. Her head fell to his shoulder, her breath hot against his neck, her body spent.

Ethan wrapped his arms around her, holding her close as she rode out the aftershocks. He stroked her back, tracing the line of her spine with his fingertips, feeling the fine sheen of sweat on her skin. They stayed like that for a long moment. Their bodies were tangled together, breaths mingling, heartbeats slowing.

Finally, Jess lifted her head. Her eyes shone with satisfaction. She smiled. It was a soft, contented smile that lingered on her lips. “That’s what I needed,” she whispered, her voice barely more than a breath.

Ethan grinned, reaching up to brush a strand of hair from her face. He tucked it behind her ear. His fingers lingered on her cheek. “Me too,” he said. His voice was warm.

Jess leaned in, pressing her lips to his in a slow, sweet kiss. She rested her forehead against his. Her hands were still tangled in his hair as she held him close. “We should do this more often. Just us.”

He nodded, his heart full, the warmth between them settling deep in his chest. “Whenever you want.”

She laughed. The sound was soft and genuine. Her body relaxed against his. She slid off his lap and curled up beside him on the couch. Her thighs brushed against his as she moved. She pulled him down with her. Her arm draped across his chest. He shifted, wrapping his arms around her, holding her close. Their bodies pressed together from shoulder to hip.

Outside, the wind picked up. It rattled the windowpanes. The storm was coming, but for now, Ethan felt only the heat of Jess’s body against his, the thrum of contentment in his veins. Jess nestled into his side. Her head rested on his shoulder, and her body was relaxed and sated.


Chapter 8

Ethan’s hands gripped the steering wheel. The textured rubber pressed into his palms as he guided his SUV along the familiar, two-lane road leading into town. His fingers curled tightly, knuckles pale against the black wheel, every muscle in his forearms tense. He kept his eyes fixed ahead, windshield wipers set on intermittent, swiping away the mist that clung to the glass. The sky above was a flat, unbroken gray. Thick clouds pressed low and heavy, smothering the morning light. He glanced at the dashboard clock, 7:14. He’d been awake since before dawn. His mind ticked through the list of preparations he needed to make before the storm hit. The local news had gone from vague warnings to certainty overnight. The hurricane was coming. Not maybe, not if. Coming. The whole town seemed to feel it. A pressure was building behind every movement.

He slowed at the first intersection, checking for cross-traffic out of habit. He then turned left, tires crunching over the gravel shoulder as he pulled into the hardware store lot. The parking lot was already half full. The lines of battered pickups and faded sedans were wedged close together, with some parked crooked in the rush. He eased the SUV into a spot near the front. It was next to a rusted blue Chevy with a cracked windshield and a bed full of tangled rope and buckets. He killed the engine, letting the hum die, and sat for a moment. The air outside looked damp and chill, the kind that would seep through your shirt and leave you clammy. He reached over to the passenger seat, checking the list he’d scrawled on the back of an envelope, running his thumb down the inked words—plywood, nails, tarps, tape, batteries, propane. He folded the paper, shoved it in his jacket pocket, and opened the door.

The cold air hit him as soon as he stepped out, a clammy chill that raised goosebumps along his forearms. He slammed the door shut behind him. The thunk echoed across the lot. He walked with brisk steps toward the squat brick building, his boots crunching against the gravel, the dampness already soaking into the toes. Through the plate glass window, he spotted Tom behind the register. Tom had his arms folded tight across his chest, and his face was set in a look that was all business, with his lips pressed thin, brow furrowed, and eyes locked on something out of view.

Ethan reached for the door handle. The metal felt cool and slick with condensation. He pulled the door open. The bell above it jingled with a sharp, metallic ring. The warmth inside hit him immediately, mingled with the faint scent of sawdust and cardboard. He paused just inside, blinking as his eyes adjusted to the fluorescent lights. Tom stood at the counter, talking quietly with an older man in a faded green jacket. They leaned over a scrap of paper. The older man tapped at the list with a thick, callused finger. Both of them nodded in silent agreement.

Ethan slipped his hands into his jacket pockets, and he shifted his weight from foot to foot. He scanned the shelves along the front wall. The store was already starting to look picked over. Where there were usually neat rows of boxes, screws, bolts, and washers, there were now gaps. The cardboard dividers showed empty spaces. The display of flashlights was nearly stripped bare; only two battered packages remained. The plastic was cracked on one of the packages. He watched as a woman hurried past, arms wrapped tight around a bundle of extension cords. Her eyes darted between the shelves as if she expected them to vanish before she could grab what she needed.

Tom finished with the customer, handing over a receipt with a curt nod. The older man gathered his bags and shuffled toward the door, nodding at Ethan as he passed. Tom finally looked up, meeting Ethan’s eyes. There was no smile, just a brief, businesslike nod. “Morning.”

“Morning, Tom,” Ethan replied. He kept his voice even, careful not to let anything slip.

He moved past the counter, grabbing a metal cart from the stack by the door. The wheels squeaked as he pulled it free, the handle cold against his skin. He pushed it down the main aisle. The cart rattled over the uneven tile. He headed straight for the lumber section, stopping in front of the plywood sheets. He leaned over the stack, bracing one hand on the edge, and slid the top sheet forward. The rough wood scraped against the stack below. He gripped the edge with both hands, lifting the heavy sheet up, feeling the strain in his shoulders as he maneuvered it upright. He propped it against the side of the cart, then repeated the process, stacking four sheets in total. Each one was heavy and awkward, and the edges dug into his palms.

He moved on to the hardware aisle, scanning for boxes of nails. He reached for a box of heavy-duty galvanized nails, checking the label before dropping it into the cart. He added a second box, then a third, stacking them neatly beside the plywood. He scanned the shelf for tarps, finding a half-empty box near the bottom. He crouched. His knees popped as he pulled out two folded blue tarps, checking the size printed on the packaging. He stood, tossing them into the cart. He grabbed two rolls of duct tape from a pegboard hook, feeling the weight of the rolls in his hand before dropping them in.

He pushed the cart forward. The wheels squealed as he turned the corner into the next aisle. He scanned for batteries, finding only a few packs left. He reached up, stretching to grab two packs of D-cells and one of AA’s, the cardboard stiff in his grip. He tossed them into the cart. Then he moved on to the propane display. The shelf was nearly empty. He bent, picking up a pair of heavy canisters. The cold metal bit into his fingers as he hefted them onto the lower rack of the cart. He added a pair of thick work gloves, tugging at the elastic wrists to check the fit before tossing them in. He spotted rolls of plastic sheeting on a lower shelf, the clear plastic wound tight around cardboard cores. He bent to grab two, stacking them on top of the plywood.

Every so often, another customer would brush past him. Their arms were loaded down with supplies. A man in a camo jacket hurried by with a stack of sandbags balanced against his chest. A young woman clutched a bundle of rope and a box of candles. Her face was pinched with worry. Ethan kept moving, methodical, checking his list after each aisle, crossing off items with the blunt tip of a pencil he pulled from his pocket.

Once his cart was full, he steered it back to the front. The heavy load made the wheels drag. He stopped at the counter, unloading each item onto the worn laminate surface. He set the plywood sheets against the front of the counter. Then, he lined up the boxes of nails, tarps, duct tape, batteries, propane canisters, gloves, and plastic sheeting in a neat row. Tom watched him. His face was impassive, and his jaw was tight as he reached for the first item.

Tom picked up the first box of nails, scanned the barcode, and set it aside. He worked through the pile in silence, lifting each item and holding it steady for a moment as the scanner beeped. After the scan, he stacked it off to the side. His hands moved quickly, but his eyes never left the register for long. Ethan watched him, feeling the tension in the air ratchet up with every item.

Ethan hesitated. Then he cleared his throat. “I appreciate the heads up about the storm. I wanted to make sure I got in before the rush.” He kept his voice level, careful.

Tom gave a grunt. It was a low sound that might have been agreement. He didn’t look up. He just kept his eyes on the register, fingers punching in numbers.

Ethan took a breath, steadying himself. “Ashley’s been helping a lot at the office. She’s really stepped up.”

Tom’s hand froze on the register. His fingers curled around the edge of the counter. He didn’t look up. “There’s nothing to talk about, Ethan.” His voice was flat, final.

Ethan tried to keep his tone calm. He chose his words carefully. “I just want you to know.”

Tom cut him off. He raised a hand, palm out, still not meeting Ethan’s gaze. “No. There’s nothing to discuss. I don’t want to talk about it.”

Ethan felt the tension in the air tighten. It was like a wire pulled taut between them. He pressed his lips together, searching Tom’s face for any sign of softening. “Tom, I just...”

Tom’s voice rose. It was quiet but edged with steel. “I said no. This isn’t the time or the place.” He finally looked up. His eyes were hard, and the lines around them deepened. “You want your supplies or not?”

Ethan held his gaze for a beat. The silence stretched between them. He let it go, exhaling slowly. “Yeah. I’ll take them.”

Tom finished ringing up the order in silence. His fingers tapped out the total, and the register drawer slid open with a clatter. Ethan pulled out his wallet. He peeled off a few bills and handed them over. Tom counted out the change, slid it across the counter without a word.

Ethan gathered the receipt. He folded it with deliberate care, then turned to the flat cart by the door. He loaded the plywood first, gripping each sheet by the edge and maneuvering them onto the cart one at a time. The rough wood scraped against the metal. He stacked the boxes of nails, tarps, and duct tape. He arranged them so nothing would shift during the drive. He crouched to lift the propane canisters. He set them side by side, then tucked the rolls of plastic sheeting in the gap between the plywood and the cart’s frame. He slipped the work gloves into a corner. He made sure nothing would slide loose.

He pushed the loaded cart out the door. The bell jingled behind him. He could feel Tom’s eyes on his back, but he didn’t turn. Outside, he maneuvered the cart to the SUV. He unlocked the hatch with a press of his key fob. He lifted the plywood sheets, one at a time, angling them into the back so they rested against the rear seats. He wedged the boxes of nails and tarps beside them, stacking the duct tape and batteries on top. He hefted the propane canisters. His muscles strained as he set them carefully in the far corner. He tucked the plastic sheeting and gloves into the remaining space. He made sure nothing would slide or tip. He reached up, grabbed the edge of the hatch, and pulled it down until it latched with a solid click.

The encounter left a bitter taste in his mouth, a tightness in his chest that wouldn’t ease. He stood for a moment. He stared at the closed hatch, then turned and climbed back into the driver’s seat. He started the engine, shifted into reverse, and backed out of the lot. He was careful not to look at the store as he pulled away.

He drove across town to the grocery store. The windshield wipers flicked away the mist as he went. The parking lot was nearly full. Cars were wedged into every available space. He circled once before finding a spot at the far end, next to a cart corral overflowing with abandoned buggies. He killed the engine, grabbed a reusable bag from the back seat, and stepped out. The lot was crowded. People were moving quickly with their heads down. Their carts were piled high with cases of water, boxes of canned goods, loaves of bread, batteries, anything they could grab. He joined the flow, pushing through the automatic doors and into the bright lights of the store.

Inside, the air was thick with a nervous energy. A line stretched down the main aisle, people clutching bags of rice and bottled water. Their eyes darted from shelf to shelf as if expecting everything to vanish before they reached it. Ethan grabbed a cart, the handle sticky beneath his hand. He moved quickly, weaving between the clusters of shoppers. He headed for the water aisle first, pulling two cases of bottled water from the nearly empty shelf. The plastic crinkled as he set them in the cart.

He moved on to the canned goods, scanning the shelves for beans. He grabbed four cans of black beans, stacking them in the cart. Then he added a few cans of chickpeas and kidney beans for variety. He pulled two boxes of pasta from a half-empty shelf, then reached for jars of tomato sauce. He checked the labels for expiration dates before dropping them in. He grabbed two jars of peanut butter, the lids tight under his fingers. He also grabbed a box of crackers, the cardboard flimsy in his grip. He made his way to the pet aisle, grabbing two large bags of dog food for Macy, hoisting them into the bottom rack of the cart.

He spotted the coffee display. It was nearly stripped bare. He managed to snag a bag of ground coffee and a box of filters. He reached for a few bars of chocolate, the foil-wrapped packages a small comfort he knew would matter if they were stuck inside for days. He turned into the bread aisle, finding the shelves nearly empty. He squeezed past a woman reaching for the last loaf, grabbing two loaves of wheat bread before the shelf was bare. He added a bunch of bananas, a bag of apples, and a few tomatoes from the produce section, knowing they wouldn’t last long but wanting something that wasn’t shelf-stable.

The checkout lines were long, snaking past the end caps and down the aisles. Ethan stood in line, shifting his weight from foot to foot, feeling the stiffness in his knees from standing so long. He glanced down at his phone, checking the time. After he saw the hour, he tucked it back into his jacket pocket. The people ahead of him moved forward in slow increments, pushing carts heavy with bottled water, canned food, batteries, and bags of ice. He watched as a woman in front of him leaned over her cart, counting the items in her basket. Her lips moved silently. A little boy tugged at her sleeve, and she bent to whisper something to him. Her brow was furrowed.

Ethan gripped the handle of his own cart, the metal cold and slightly sticky beneath his palms. He could feel the tension in the air. The low buzz of anxious conversation drifted around him as people discussed the latest forecast, which radio station was the best for updates, whether the bridge would close early this time. A man behind him muttered into his phone. His voice was clipped as he said, “No, I told you, I’m in line now. I’ll grab the last of it, just stay home.” Ethan shifted again, rolling his shoulders, trying to ease the tightness that had built up there.

When his turn finally came, he pushed his cart forward. The wheels squeaked as they rolled over a patch of uneven tile. The cashier barely looked at him as she rang up his groceries. Her hands moved quickly as she scanned each item and slid it down the counter. Her eyes flicked to the window every few minutes, as if she could see the storm coming through the glass. She scanned his batteries. She also looked at a case of bottled water, a box of granola bars, and a small stack of hardware supplies. She paused briefly on the gas can, then continued. Her face was expressionless except for a faint crease between her eyebrows.

He slid his card into the reader, waiting for the beep. He then punched in his PIN with one finger. The receipt printed, curling out of the machine in a thin strip. She tore it off and handed it to him. Her nails were bitten short, and her fingers trembled just a little. He nodded. He muttered a quiet thanks and gathered his bags, loading them into the cart.

Back outside, the wind had picked up. It was tugging at the edges of his jacket and rattling the cart as he pushed it across the cracked asphalt toward his SUV. The sky was a dull, shifting gray. Clouds were moving fast overhead. He stopped at the back of the vehicle, unlocking it with a press of his thumb on the remote. The tailgate lifted with a mechanical whine, and he began loading the groceries beside the hardware supplies. He wedged bags wherever they would fit. He lifted each bag carefully, feeling the weight of the cans and bottles, stacking them so that nothing would tip over on the drive home. He tucked the batteries and flashlights into a plastic bin, then slid the bin into the narrow space behind the back seat. The gas can went next. Its red plastic surface felt cool against his palm.

He paused for a moment, turning to look around the parking lot. People moved quickly between cars. They kept their heads down and pulled their coats tight against the wind. A woman hurried past, clutching a bag of ice to her chest. Her hair whipped around her face. Children clung to their parents’ hands, their feet scuffing the pavement. Their eyes were wide as they took in the hurried activity. Everyone wore the same expression, a mixture of anticipation and anxiety, their movements urgent and purposeful.

Ethan closed the tailgate, pressing until it latched. He then walked around to the driver’s side, his keys jangling in his hand. He slid behind the wheel, started the engine, and pulled out of the lot. He joined the slow line of cars heading toward the gas station. He could see the line from half a block away. Vehicles were idling in a rough curve around the pumps. He waited his turn, inching forward as each car finished. The “Premium Unleaded” sign above the station flickered. Half the bulbs had burned out, and the price was already higher than it had been that morning.

When he reached the pump, he got out and unscrewed the gas cap, the metal cold and gritty under his fingers. He slid his card into the reader, selected “Regular”, and lifted the nozzle. He then pushed it into the tank. The pump clicked on. Numbers spun upward as fuel flowed in. He watched the gauge, tapping his foot on the concrete, feeling the vibration of the wind as it buffeted the side of the car. When the tank was full, he squeezed the nozzle one last time, topping it off. He then set it aside and grabbed the spare gas can from the back of the SUV. He unscrewed its cap, set it on the ground, and filled it. He watched the red plastic bulge slightly as it filled. He tightened the cap, wiped his hands on his jeans, and slid the can back into the trunk.

The attendant behind the glass kiosk watched him. His eyes were rimmed with fatigue, and a tight smile barely curved his lips. Ethan nodded in acknowledgment, raising a hand in a quick wave before getting back in the driver’s seat.

He drove to the park, following the line of vehicles that snaked along the curb. As he rolled down his window, the cool air rushed in. It carried the grit of sand and the edge of the wind. A couple of high school kids in neon vests approached. Their faces were flushed, and sweat was beading on their foreheads despite the chill. One of them took Ethan’s name, marking it off on a clipboard. The other grabbed the first sandbag from a stack piled beside the curb.

The man in the yellow safety vest lifted two bags at once, hoisting them into the back of the SUV. Ethan recognized him from town council meetings, though he couldn’t recall his name. The kids worked fast, barely speaking. Their arms strained as they loaded bag after bag, stacking them carefully so they wouldn’t shift in transit. Ethan stepped out to help. He braced one bag with his foot as they slid another on top, the rough canvas scraping his skin. When the last bag was in place, one of the kids shut the hatch with a dull thud.

“Good luck,” the kid said. His voice was flat with exhaustion.

“Thanks. You too,” Ethan replied, giving a nod of gratitude before climbing back into the driver’s seat.

He pulled away slowly, feeling the extra weight in the back of the SUV. He knew the sand would get everywhere. He could already see a thin trail of grit on the carpet, and he imagined it working its way into the seams, the corners, and the fabric of the seats. He knew that the grit would be difficult to remove once it settled in. He’d be finding it for months, long after the storm had passed. But living this close to the coast, he’d learned to accept sand as a fact of life.

He drove home. As he did, he watched the town slide past his windows. People were everywhere now. Neighbors were hauling boards and supplies. Ladders were propped against houses. Men were hammering plywood over windows. He saw a man on a porch, and the man was handing a box of nails to a neighbor. Their faces were tense as they exchanged a few words. Kids on bikes wove in and out of the street, dodging around piles of sandbags and stacks of lumber, their shouts lost in the wind. The usual quiet of the town was gone, replaced by an urgency that pulsed in every hurried step and every clipped conversation. It felt as if everyone was racing against a clock they couldn’t see.

He slowed as he passed David’s house, watching David and another neighbor working together to board up the front windows. David paused. He raised the hammer and caught Ethan’s eye. He gave a quick wave, and Ethan returned it. Ethan raised his hand in silent greeting. Even the people who usually kept to themselves were out. They were sharing tools, offering advice, united by the shared threat.

Turning onto his own street, Ethan saw the unfinished backyard of his house. He noticed the piles of construction materials scattered across the dirt. Sheets of plywood leaned against the fence. A tangled heap of rebar glinted in the dim light. He would have to clear as much as he could. He picked up every loose board and every stray tool, stowing them somewhere safe before the wind picked up even more.

He parked in the driveway, shifting the gear into park. He sat for a moment, hands resting on the steering wheel. The sky was darker now. Clouds pressed low, and the wind shook the branches of the trees lining the street. He could feel the pressure building, not just in the air, but in his chest, a tightness that wouldn’t ease until the storm had passed.

He stepped out of the SUV. The wind tugged at his shirt as he opened the back hatch. He grabbed the first sandbag and hefted it with both hands. Then, he carried it to the garage wall, stacking it carefully. He repeated the process, lifting each bag, feeling the strain in his arms and back. When the last bag was in place, he wiped his hands on his jeans and turned to the groceries. He began carrying them inside in armfuls, making trip after trip until the kitchen counters were crowded with bags and boxes.

He set aside the batteries and flashlights, sliding them into a drawer near the sink, making sure he could find them in the dark. He filled pitchers and pots with water at the tap, watching the water swirl and bubble as each container filled. He lined them up on the counter, checking the seals on the lids.

Finally, he went back outside and unloaded the plywood and hardware, stacking the sheets against the side of the house, weighing them down with a cinder block. He gathered loose tools, tossing them into a plastic bin. He then dragged the bin into the garage, shutting the door behind him.

Inside, the house was quiet. The girls were all out. They were working or running their own errands. Macy greeted him at the door. Her tail was wagging, and her nails were clicking on the tile. He knelt. He scratched her head and felt the warmth of her fur against his hand, as well as the steady thump of her tail against his leg.

Ethan stood in the foyer, looking out the window at the street. Across the way, a neighbor hammered a board into place. The motion was visible through the glass, and the sound was muffled by the thickening wind. The whole town seemed to hold its breath. They were waiting for something they couldn’t see but could feel coming closer with every passing hour.

He went upstairs to his office, carrying the last bag with him, and set the groceries on the kitchen island as he passed. From the window, he could see the ocean in the distance. The water appeared gray and restless, with the waves rolling higher than usual. The backyard looked even more unfinished now, loose dirt and construction supplies scattered, the outlines of the future pool and jacuzzi barely visible beneath the shifting light.

He considered what still needed to be done, who he might need to call for help, and what he could do alone. He’d have to check the generator. He would also need to clear the yard and finish boarding the windows before nightfall. He’d have to check on the girls, make sure everyone was safe and ready, and keep an eye on the news in case the forecast changed again.

But for now, he paused. He let himself take in the quiet. The storm wasn’t here yet, but it was close enough to feel its weight. The whole town was bracing, holding on to what mattered most, hoping they’d done enough.

He stroked Macy’s head, feeling her warmth against his leg. “We’ll be alright, girl,” he murmured. “We always are.”

Outside, the wind picked up. It rattled the loose boards in the backyard. The sky darkened another shade, and Ethan knew the calm wouldn’t last much longer. But for now, he was ready.


Chapter 9

Ethan stood in the backyard. His sleeves were rolled up to his elbows, and the cuffs bunched unevenly around his forearms. Sweat had already gathered in a thin sheen across his forehead, glistening above his eyebrows, even though the breeze off the ocean should have kept him cool. He reached up with the back of his hand and wiped at the moisture, smearing it into his hairline. The sky overhead was a dull, shifting gray, clouds so thick they looked almost solid as they rolled in from the east. The sunlight was already fading, filtered through the heavy cloud cover, giving the afternoon a dim, uneasy quality. The air was quiet, almost unnaturally so, but Ethan could feel the pressure of the coming storm in his chest and in the way the fine hairs on his arms stood up.

He took a slow, deliberate scan of the yard, moving his gaze from the battered wooden fence on the left, across the uneven patch of grass, to the piles of construction materials and scattered debris. He ran through a mental checklist, item by item, picturing each hazard and what needed to be done before the storm arrived. His eyes lingered on the largest pile of lumber, then drifted to the bags of cement stacked haphazardly near the garage door. He noticed the coils of green garden hose half-buried in the dirt and the tools left wherever he’d last used them.

He started with the biggest hazards first. He walked over to the pile of two-by-fours, bent down, and slid his hands beneath the topmost piece. The wood was rough against his palms. The edges were splintered from previous cuts. He straightened, hoisting the board up onto his shoulder, feeling the weight settle against his muscle. He carried it across the yard and set it down against the side of the house. His boots squelched in the soft ground. He repeated this process, hauling each length of two-by-four one at a time, stacking them neatly so they pressed flush against the wall. When he’d moved all the lumber, he turned to the sheets of plywood. Each one was awkward and heavy. He wedged his fingers under the edge of the first sheet, lifted it with a grunt, and shuffled sideways. He was careful not to catch the corner on his leg. He leaned it against the others. Then he grabbed a cinderblock from the pile nearby. He squatted, gripped the block with both hands, and set it down on the foot of the stack, pressing it into place to keep the boards from shifting if the wind picked up.

He moved methodically, picking his way through the clutter. The wheelbarrow was next. Its basin was still caked with dried cement. He grabbed the handles, lifted, and wheeled it toward the garage. The front tire bounced in a rut, and he guided it carefully up the lip of the concrete. He rolled it inside until it was tucked against the far wall. He turned to the cement mixer. He wiped his hands on the sides of his jeans and leaned into the metal frame. He rocked it back on its wheels, then pushed. The mixer rattled over the threshold and settled with a hollow clang beside the wheelbarrow.

He walked the perimeter of the yard. His eyes scanned for anything that might be caught by the wind. He spotted a plastic bucket half-buried in the grass and bent to pick it up. His fingers closed around the rim. He shook out the dirt and carried it to the garage, setting it just inside the door. A bag of nails lay forgotten near the fence. The paper was already soft from the damp air. He stooped, gathered it up, and tucked it onto a shelf inside. He found a loose blue tarp. One corner was flapping in the breeze as he knelt to fold it, pressing the air out as he creased it into a manageable square. He tucked it beneath a stack of paint cans, weighing it down.

He moved to the garden hose. The hose snaked across the yard in a tangled mess. He bent down, grabbed the metal nozzle, and began coiling the hose. He fed it through his hands one loop at a time. The rubber was cold and slick, and he had to stop to untangle a kink near the middle. He worked the knot loose with his thumbs. Then he continued looping until the hose was a tight coil. He carried it into the garage, stretching to hook it over a rusted peg driven into the wall.

Every few minutes, Ethan paused. He straightened up and glanced over the fence at the old house next door. The paint on the siding was peeling, and the windows were dark. The porch was sagging slightly. He’d already dropped off half the supplies there earlier in the day, plywood, nails, a few sandbags stacked by the steps, but he knew he still had to go back and board up the windows before the sun went down. He let his gaze linger for a moment. Then he turned back to his own yard, forcing himself to focus. He moved from one end to the other, scanning for anything he’d missed—a stray trowel, a cracked plastic planter, a handful of nails glinting in the grass. He picked up each item, his fingers closed around cold metal and rough plastic. He carried them to the garage, setting them down in a growing pile by the door.

Macy trailed at his heels through the entire process. She nosed at the piles of dirt, sniffing deeply. Her wet nose left small dark patches in the dust. She paused at the corners of the fence. Her head was low, and her ears flicked as she investigated whatever scents lingered there. When Ethan stopped to catch his breath, Macy padded over. Her tail was wagging in a slow rhythm. He reached down. He ruffled the fur between her ears, fingers pressing into the thick coat. “You’re not much help,” he said. His voice was tired but fond. Macy looked up at him with patient brown eyes. Her tongue lolling out, she leaned into his hand, content just to be close.

When the backyard was as clear as he could make it, Ethan stood in the center of the lawn. He placed his hands on his hips and surveyed his work. He wiped his hands on his jeans, leaving dark streaks across the denim. Then he headed for the back door. He stepped inside. The transition from the humid air to the cool, still kitchen was almost jarring. He closed the door behind him, twisting the lock, and stood for a moment, catching his breath. The kitchen was quiet, the only movement the slow rotation of the ceiling fan overhead. He moved to the fridge, opened the door, and pulled out a cold bottle of water. He twisted off the cap, brought it to his lips, and drank deeply. The water ran down his throat in a single long pull. He leaned against the counter, bottle in hand, and let his head fall back. His eyes were closed for a second.

He glanced at the clock mounted above the stove, still plenty of daylight left, but the hours were slipping away. He couldn’t afford to waste time. He dug his phone out of his pocket, thumbed it awake, and typed out a quick group text to the girls that the yard’s clear. Starting on the old house next door. Let me know when you’re home. He hit send, watched the message go through, then slid the phone back into his pocket.

He drained the rest of his water, set the empty bottle in the sink, and crossed to the mudroom. He pulled his tool belt from its hook, buckled it around his waist, and checked the pouches. He found a hammer, a box of nails, and a utility knife. He adjusted the belt so it sat snug on his hips. Then he went to the garage, grabbed a stack of plywood sheets, and balanced them one at a time against his shoulder. He carried the boards next door. He was careful to keep them from banging against his leg, and propped them against the porch railing.

He set to work. The world narrowed to the rhythm of his hands. He measured each window, pressing the tape measure against the frame, marking the cut lines with a pencil. He laid the plywood flat on the porch, lined up his circular saw, and pressed the trigger. He guided the blade along the marks. Sawdust sprayed out in a fine arc, collecting on his boots and the porch boards. He lifted the cut piece, carried it to the window, and held it in place with one hand while he drove nails in with the hammer. His arm flexed with each swing. The sharp report of metal on metal echoed down the street, each blow reverberating in his bones. He worked his way from window to window, the pattern becoming automatic.

Other neighbors were doing the same, and they were using their own hammers and drills, which added to the distant chorus. The urgency of the storm made everything else fall away; there was only the work, the need to be ready, and the knowledge that everyone was doing their part.

He was halfway through covering the front windows when he heard footsteps crunching on the gravel driveway. He straightened. One hand was braced against the window frame, and he looked up. David, his neighbor from down the street, was walking toward him. A cordless drill was hanging from one hand. David’s hair was tousled by the wind. His shirt was untucked, and a sheen of sweat darkened the fabric at his collar.

“Need a hand?” David called, raising his voice to be heard over the rising wind.

Ethan nodded, letting the hammer hang from his belt. “Wouldn’t say no. I’ve got plenty of windows left.”

David set his drill down on the porch, then bent to pick up a sheet of plywood. He gripped it at the sides, and his knuckles whitened as he lifted. He held it steady against the window while Ethan measured and marked the cut lines. They worked without speaking, passing the saw back and forth, the whine of the blade and the thump of the hammer filling the silence. David steadied each board as Ethan drilled it into place. The two of them moved in sync from one window to the next, sweat beading on their foreheads.

After a while, David broke the silence. “You get enough sandbags?”

“Yeah,” Ethan replied, pausing to wipe his brow with his forearm. “Picked up a load at the park this morning. Got some for both houses.”

David nodded, lining up the next board. He pressed it into place, then drove a screw through the top corner. The drill whined as he pressed the trigger. “Good. Never know with these storms. Better to be over-prepared.”

They moved around to the side of the house, where the windows were smaller. The work was going faster. David glanced at Ethan. His mouth was tight.

“Listen,” David said. He paused as he lined up the next board. “I wanted to say… thanks. For helping out. And for not holding a grudge.”

Ethan looked up, surprised. The hammer paused in his hand. “No grudge to hold. We’re neighbors.”

David gave a short laugh, but his eyes were shadowed. “I mean about before. I know I said some things about the way you live, about you and the girls. I judged you for it. Figured it wasn’t right, or whatever. Guess I thought I knew better.”

Ethan set down his hammer. He leaned his back against the wall, arms folded across his chest. “People talk. Doesn’t bother me much.”

David shook his head, staring at the ground. “It should’ve. I was out of line. I was…” He stopped. The words caught in his throat. He took a breath. His shoulders rose as he let it out slow. “My wife left me. Found out I was cheating on her. I was the one screwing up, not you.”

The admission hung in the air, heavy and awkward. Ethan didn’t say anything for a moment, letting David find his own way through it.

David wiped a hand across his mouth, the heel of his palm dragging slowly along his lips and chin, leaving a faint smear of sawdust across the stubble on his face. He looked down at the ground, his shoulders slumped. He let out a breath that barely stirred the dust at his feet. “She packed up and moved out last month. Took the kids with her. Can’t say I blame her.” His thumb traced a nervous line along the edge of his jaw, pausing at the corner of his mouth. “I tried to tell myself it was just a mistake, but,” he shrugged, the motion sluggish, as if his muscles protested even this small effort. His arms hung loosely at his sides. His fingers flexed once before curling into loose fists. “Anyway. I guess I was looking for someone else to judge, so I didn’t have to look at myself.”

Ethan nodded. His jaw worked as he listened. He shifted his weight from one boot to the other, the toes of his right foot grinding a small groove into the packed earth. “We all make mistakes,” he said. His voice was quiet. He reached up and rubbed the back of his neck, feeling the grit of sweat and dust beneath his fingers. “Doesn’t mean you have to carry them forever.” His gaze flicked from David’s face to the boards stacked at their feet, then back again. He seemed to be searching for something to anchor himself.

David looked at him. His eyes were rimmed with red, the whites shot through with thin, angry veins. His stare didn’t waver, though, and for a moment the exhaustion in his features seemed to recede. “You seem happy. With your… situation. The girls, the house, everything.” He let his hands fall to his hips, fingers drumming lightly against the denim. “I used to think it was weird, but now,” he shook his head. A rueful smile pulled at one corner of his mouth and vanished almost immediately. “Now I just wish I’d figured out how to make things work. Instead of blowing it up, I could have found a solution.”

Ethan bent and grabbed the next board. His fingers curled around the rough edge. He lifted it, feeling the weight settle into his palm, and held it upright against the window frame. His left hand braced the top, and his thumb pressed into the splintered wood. His right hand steadied the bottom. David stepped forward, picking up the drill from the porch railing. He pressed the tip of a screw against the board, lining it up with the pre-drilled hole. He then squeezed the trigger. The drill bit spun, biting into the wood with a low whir, and David leaned in. He put his shoulder behind it. The screw drove deeper. The board pulled tight against the window frame. Ethan kept pressure on the board, and he watched the seam close flush. Then he shifted his grip as David reached for another screw.

David placed the next screw. His fingers trembled slightly as he drilled it in. He worked his way down the board, pausing after each screw to check the alignment. Ethan adjusted his hold, sliding his hand along the board’s edge to keep it straight. When David finished, he lowered the drill. He let it hang from his fingers for a moment before stepping back to inspect their work.

“It’s not always easy. But it’s real,” Ethan said. His voice was steady. He ran his palm along the length of the board, feeling for any gaps. “That’s all I ever wanted.”

They moved to the last window, Their work settling into a silent pattern. David handed Ethan the final board, and Ethan positioned it. He pressed it tight against the frame. David crouched. His knees popped as he drove the first screw in at the bottom corner. The drill’s motor buzzed, echoing off the empty porch. Ethan shifted his grip, holding the board steady as David worked his way up. Each screw bit deeper, and the wood creaked as it cinched tight. Between them, the pile of unused boards shrank. Sawdust scattered across the porch floor.

When the last screw was in, David straightened slowly. He stretched his back with a wince. He wiped his hands on his jeans, smearing dirt and sweat into the faded fabric. He stepped back. He squinted up at the windows, his eyes tracing the lines of each board, checking for any missed gaps. The house stood silent behind them, every window covered. The boards formed a patchwork shield against the coming storm.

“Looks good,” David said, dragging his palm down the front of his thigh. He flexed his fingers, working out the stiffness. “Should hold up, unless the wind gets crazy.”

Ethan nodded, stepping to the edge of the porch to get a better look. He rested one hand on the railing. The wood felt warm beneath his palm. “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.”

David hesitated, shifting his weight from foot to foot. He reached out. His hand was open and steady. “Thanks, Ethan. For the help. And for not rubbing it in.”

Ethan took his hand, their grips firm. He squeezed once, then released. His fingers left faint impressions in David’s palm. “That’s what neighbors are for.”

David managed a smile, the muscles around his mouth relaxing for the first time. The lines in his forehead eased, and he let out a slow breath. “If you need anything, tools, generator, whatever, just let me know. I’ll be around.” He picked up his drill and tucked it under his arm. He wrapped the cord around his elbow. He shoved his hands into his pockets and started down the sidewalk. His shoulders were hunched. His boots scuffed the pavement with each step. His head was bowed, and the drill swung against his thigh.

Ethan watched him go. He stood with his arms folded across his chest. He felt a knot of tension unwind in his stomach, replaced by a dull ache of sympathy. He knew what it was like to be on the receiving end of judgment, to have people look at you and assume they knew the worst. But he also knew what it was to find something good and hold onto it, refusing to let go no matter how many eyes watched.

Turning away from the street, Ethan walked along the side of the house. His boots crunched over scattered gravel. He ran his hand along each window. His fingertips traced the seams where the boards met the frame. He crouched beside the porch, inspecting the lowest board, pressing his thumb into the edge to check for any give. He tugged at a nail, making sure it held fast. Then he stood and moved to the next window. He worked his way around the house. His eyes scanned every surface, and he paused at each seam to check for gaps. He pressed his palm flat against the boards, feeling the rough grain. He tapped each nail head with the butt of his hammer, ensuring they were driven flush.

The wind picked up. It sent a loose gutter rattling against the eaves. Leaves skittered across the driveway. They spun in tight circles before settling against the curb. Ethan straightened, rolling his shoulders, and drew in a deep breath. The air carried the sharp tang of rain and salt, the first hints of the storm pressing in from the water. He glanced up at the sky. The clouds were thickening, their edges smeared with gray.

He finished with the last window, running his hand along the board one final time. His phone buzzed in his pocket. The vibration was sharp against his thigh. He pulled it out. His thumb swiped across the screen. Jess’s message glowed on the display—Just got back. Claire and Victoria are home too. Ashley says she’s on her way.

Ethan typed quickly. His fingers tapped out a reply—Wrapping up next door. Be in soon.

He slid the phone back into his pocket, then bent to gather his tools. He stacked the hammer, drill, and box of screws in his arms, balancing them carefully. He lifted the leftover boards, one at a time, tucking them under his arm and carrying them to the garage. He set them down in a neat pile against the far wall, lining the edges up square. He placed the drill and hammer on the workbench, making sure each was in its proper spot. He closed the garage door, and the metal rolled down with a heavy clatter. He paused to look back at the old house. The windows were dark, every board in place, the porch empty. The house looked almost forlorn now, cut off from the world, but safe.

He crossed the yard. His boots sank into the soft earth where the grass thinned near the walkway. Macy trotted at his side. Her tail was wagging, and her tongue was lolling from her mouth. She kept close, brushing against his leg with each step.

Ethan climbed the porch steps, pausing to wipe his boots on the mat. He reached for the door, twisted the knob, and stepped inside.

The house was warm, the light from the kitchen spilling across the hallway. The girls’ voices carried from around the corner. They engaged in a steady stream of conversation punctuated by laughter. Jess stood at the counter, her phone in one hand. She scanned a list on the screen with her eyes. She tapped her finger against the glass. Her lips moved silently as she checked off items.

Claire stood beside the island, unpacking groceries from a brown paper bag. She lifted each can and box out one by one, setting them in neat rows along the countertop. Her fingers moved quickly. She arranged everything by size and type, stacking soup cans in a pyramid and lining up boxes of pasta. She paused to smooth the label on a can. After that, she reached for the next item.

Victoria moved across the tile, broom in hand. She swept in brisk, even strokes, gathering crumbs and dust into a small pile near the baseboard. She bent, using the edge of the dustpan to scoop up the debris. Then she straightened and emptied it into the trash.

Ethan set his tools by the door, placing the drill and hammer on the mat. He crossed to the sink, turning the faucet with his wrist. The water ran cool over his hands as he scrubbed the dirt from his palms, working his fingers into the creases. He dried his hands on a towel hanging from the oven handle.

Jess glanced over. Her expression softened as she met his eyes. “How’s it look out there?”

“Everything’s boarded up,” Ethan said, drying his hands. “Yard’s clear. Old house is ready, too.”

Claire turned. Her mouth curved into a relieved smile. She crossed the kitchen. Her arms were open as she slipped them around his waist from behind. Her hands settled on his stomach. Her fingers were splayed. “Thank you. I always feel better when you’re in charge.”

Victoria set the broom aside, leaning it against the wall. She crossed the room in three quick steps and pressed her lips to his cheek. Her hand rested on his shoulder. “You’re our hero.”

Ethan grinned, the tension in his chest loosening. “Just doing what I can.” He reached down, covering Claire’s hands with his own. His thumbs stroked over her knuckles.

Jess set her phone down on the counter and leaned back. She folded her arms. “David came by while you were out there. He told me you guys did the windows.”

Ethan nodded, glancing at her. “He gave me a hand.”

Jess’s eyes softened. Her mouth tightened as she watched him. “He’s had a rough time. I heard about the divorce.”

“Yeah,” Ethan said quietly. “He told me.”

Claire moved closer, pressing her chest against his back. Her arms tightened around him. “You’re a good man, Ethan.”

He reached behind, threading his fingers through hers and holding her close. “We look out for each other. That’s what matters.”

Victoria joined them. Her palm settled on his forearm. “The storm will pass. We’ll be alright.”

Ethan looked at the women around him, feeling the weight of their presence. He met each of their eyes in turn, holding their gazes. Outside, the wind howled. It rattled the windows and sent a shiver through the walls. But inside, the warmth of the kitchen wrapped around them, the sense of safety and belonging settling deep.

He squeezed Claire’s hand. His fingers interlaced with hers. “We’ve got everything we need right here.”

The storm could come. They were ready.


Chapter 10

Ethan stood in the kitchen, coffee mug in hand. His fingers were wrapped tightly around the warm ceramic. The mug’s chipped rim pressed against the pad of his thumb as he lifted it. He paused just before taking a sip. He stared through the window. His eyes tracked the slow crawl of clouds outside. Each one hung low and heavy, merging into a solid gray mass that seemed to press down on the house itself. The light filtering through the glass was dim and flat, draining the color from the kitchen tiles and the battered wooden table. He set the mug down on the counter with a dull click. The heat radiated into his palm for a moment longer before fading.

The television news droned on from the living room, the anchor’s voice carrying a note of forced calm. The screen’s blue-white glow flickered across the far wall, the images barely visible from Ethan’s vantage point. He shifted his weight and glanced at the others. He rolled his foot against the cool linoleum.

Claire sat on the arm of the couch. Her back was pressed against the cushion, and her left knee was drawn up to her chest. Her bare foot dangled just above the carpet. Her toes flexed slightly as she scrolled through her phone. The device’s screen illuminated her face in a pale, bluish light, accentuating the tension in her brow. Her other leg hung down. The heel rested on the couch’s edge. With her free hand, she absently twisted a strand of hair around her finger. She wound it tight before letting it unravel.

Jess was perched beside her, knees bent and feet tucked beneath her. She held her own phone in both hands. Her thumbs moved in quick, practiced motions as she scrolled through her news feeds. Her lips were pressed into a thin, thoughtful line. The corners were drawn tight. Occasionally, she paused to tap the screen. Her eyes narrowed at something she read, then she resumed scrolling. Her tank top clung to her shoulders. The fabric bunched just above her waistband as she shifted her posture.

Victoria leaned against the kitchen island. She had her arms folded tight across her chest. The edge of the countertop pressed into her hip. She kept her gaze moving between the television screen and the windows. Her eyes lingered on the shifting clouds for a few seconds at a time, as if she could will the storm to break apart just by watching it. The muscles in her forearms tensed each time she crossed and uncrossed her arms. Her fingers drummed lightly against her biceps in a barely perceptible rhythm.

Macy lay curled on her bed in the corner of the room. Her body formed a loose crescent. Her head rested on her front paws. Her ears flicked every so often. The fur along her side rose and fell with each breath. Whenever Ethan’s eyes landed on her, Macy’s tail gave an eager thump against the faded blanket beneath her. The motion sent a small ripple through the fabric. She watched him with expectant eyes. Her attention was unwavering.

The house felt close, the usual easy energy replaced by a quiet that matched the sky outside. Every movement seemed quieter, every word spoken a little softer, as if the storm’s approach had pressed a heavy hand over the entire house.

The news anchor’s voice cut through the silence. His tone was steady but edged with tension. “The latest update from the National Weather Service is that the hurricane has lost strength overnight and is now projected to make landfall as a strong tropical storm. Coastal areas should still prepare for heavy rain and strong winds, but the risk of catastrophic damage has decreased. Mandatory evacuations remain in place for the low-lying neighborhoods closest to the shoreline.”

Jess glanced up from her phone. Her thumb paused mid-scroll. She looked at Ethan, her eyes serious. “They’re saying the houses right on the coast are being evacuated now. A couple streets down, near the dunes.”

Ethan nodded, feeling a knot of tension loosen in his chest. He drew in a slow breath, letting his shoulders drop a fraction. “That’s closer to the old pier. We’re just far enough inland. However, we should still be careful. He reached for his coffee, wrapping his hand around the mug again, and took a small sip, the liquid now lukewarm.”

Claire tucked her phone away, sliding it into the pocket of her shorts. She shifted on the arm of the couch, lowering her leg and setting her foot flat on the floor. She tried for a reassuring smile. Her lips curved up as she met Ethan’s gaze. “So it’s not a hurricane anymore. That’s good, right?”

“It’s good,” Victoria said, her voice cautious. She uncrossed her arms, letting them hang at her sides for a moment before folding them again. “But a strong tropical storm can still do plenty of damage, especially with the backyard the way it is.”

Ethan turned his head, angling his body so he could see through the window above the sink. The glass was streaked with condensation, and the view outside was blurred at the edges. He focused on the unfinished backyard: bare dirt, patches of mud where rain had already softened the ground, scattered boards piled near the fence, and the outlines of the future pool and jacuzzi marked by wooden stakes and string. He’d spent the previous afternoon dragging loose boards into a corner and stacking them as neatly as he could. He weighed down the tarp with cinder blocks. The wind would find whatever he’d missed. It pried at the edges, searching for anything unsecured.

Jess tapped her phone, the tip of her finger leaving a faint smudge on the glass. She cleared her throat, reading aloud, “The town’s recommending everyone stay inside and off the roads tonight. They’re saying the worst of it will hit in the early morning, after midnight. No mandatory evacuation for our street. There is just a warning.”

Ethan set his coffee down again, this time with a little more force. The mug rattled slightly against the counter. He raised his hand to his face, rubbing his jaw with his palm. The stubble scraped against his skin. “We’ve got enough supplies. The generator’s ready if the power goes out. We’re as prepared as we can be.” He looked around the room, meeting each of their eyes in turn, searching for any sign of doubt or worry.

There was a quiet lull, the kind that came when everyone was thinking the same thing but no one wanted to say it out loud. Macy shifted on her bed. She stretched her front legs out before her, then curled back into a tighter ball. She let out a soft sigh. Her breath stirred the fur on her paws.

The shrill ring of Ethan’s cell phone broke the silence. The sound cut through the room, sharp and insistent. Ethan reached into the pocket of his jeans. His fingers fumbled for a moment before closing around the device. He pulled it free, glancing at the screen. “It’s Ashley.”

He thumbed the screen, answering the call. He then tapped the speaker icon with the pad of his finger. “Hey, Ashley. You alright?”

Her voice came through. It was a little shaky, but she was trying to sound casual. “Hey, Ethan. Yeah, I’m okay. I just...” There was a pause, the faint sound of her breathing audible in the background. “I don’t have any storm supplies at my apartment. No water, no generator. I was wondering… is it alright if I come stay with you guys until this thing blows over?”

Ethan looked at the girls. Claire nodded immediately, her expression open and eager. Victoria gave a small, encouraging smile. Her lips barely parted. Jess mouthed, “Of course,” her eyes wide, as if to emphasize her agreement.

Ethan turned back to the phone. His thumb brushed over the edge of the device. “Of course, Ashley. You’re always welcome here. Bring whatever you need and come over as soon as you can. The roads might get bad later tonight.”

Ashley let out a relieved breath, the sound audible over the speaker. “Thank you. I’ll pack a bag and head over before it gets dark.”

“Text me when you’re on your way,” Ethan said. “I’ll help you carry your stuff in.”

“I will. See you soon.” Ashley hung up. The line went dead with a faint click. Ethan set the phone down on the counter. The surface was cool beneath his palm. The kitchen seemed to relax a little, as if everyone had been holding their breath and could finally let it out.

Claire grinned. Her teeth flashed. “It’ll be nice to have her here. She hates storms.” She shifted her weight, pushing herself off the arm of the couch and standing, stretching her arms overhead.

Victoria pushed off the counter, straightening her spine. She glanced toward the hallway. “I’ll get the guest room ready.” She walked around the island. Her footsteps were muffled by the rug, and she disappeared down the hall.

Jess stood and stretched. Her arms reached above her head. Her tank top rode up, exposing a strip of skin above her waistband. She dropped her arms and tugged the hem back down. “I’ll check the flashlights and candles again. Just in case.” She moved toward the closet by the front door, pulling it open and rifling through the shelves. Her hands moved aside boxes and bags as she searched.

Ethan moved to the back door. He placed his hand flat against the glass, feeling the coolness seep into his skin. He peered out at the sky. He watched as the clouds grew even darker, the edges tinged with a blue-black hue. The first hints of wind made the trees sway. The branches bowed and straightened in uneven intervals. He could feel the pressure in the air, that strange heaviness that always came before a storm, settling against his chest.

He turned back to the girls. His hand dropped from the door. “Let’s double-check everything. If the power goes out, we’ll want to know where everything is.”

They split off. Each of them moved with quiet purpose. Ethan strode through the foyer and into the garage. His boots thudded softly against the concrete. He paused by the generator. He ran his hand along the metal casing, then crouched to inspect the fuel gauge. He twisted the cap off the fuel tank. He then peered inside and rocked the unit gently to check the level. He felt satisfied. Then, he reached for one of the red fuel canisters lined up on the shelf, unscrewed its cap, and tipped it with careful control, watching the gasoline slosh into the tank until it was full. He wiped a stray drop from the rim with an old rag, replaced the cap, and set the canister back in its place. Next, he traced the length of the extension cords coiled on a hook. He unspooled each one and checked for frays or damage. He plugged one into the generator’s outlet, tugged lightly to make sure it was secure, then coiled it neatly at the foot of the machine. It was now ready for use.

Moving to a nearby shelf, Ethan grabbed three emergency lanterns. Each lantern had a rubber handle and a battery compartment. He flipped each lantern over, popped open the battery hatch, and checked the alignment of the batteries, and he pressed them firmly into place. He clicked the power switch on each lantern, and he watched the bulbs flare to life one at a time. Then he flicked them off and set them in a row by the garage door. He straightened and stretched his back. Then he left the garage, pulling the door closed behind him and twisting the lock until it clicked.

In the kitchen, Ethan crossed to the sink. He pulled two large plastic pitchers from the cabinet. He set them on the counter, unscrewed the lids, and filled each one with cold water. He watched the stream rise steadily. When the first pitcher was full, he capped it and set it aside. Then he filled the second and a third, lining them up on the counter beneath the window. He glanced out at the yard, noting the darkening sky. He then wiped his hands on a dish towel and moved through the house.

He walked from room to room, starting in the den. He approached each window, sliding the lock into place with a firm push. He then pressed his palm against the boards he’d installed earlier in the week. He ran his fingers along the edges, checking for any give. In the dining room, he repeated the process. He pressed on the plywood until it felt solid. He moved to the living room, locking the window latch and checking the screws on the boards, tightening one with a screwdriver from his pocket. Upstairs, he entered each bedroom. He closed the windows, secured the locks, and gave the boards a final inspection. He paused in the hallway, glancing into each room to make sure nothing had been missed.

Claire followed behind, her arms full of blankets. She gathered two from the linen closet. She folded them neatly over her arm, then ducked into the guest room to collect another. She carried the stack to the living room, spreading each blanket out and folding them into rectangles, smoothing the fabric with her palms. She arranged them in a pile on the end of the couch, then stepped back. She surveyed her work. As Ethan passed by, she offered him a small, subdued smile. Her usual bubbly energy was muted, but it still flickered in her eyes.

Jess was in the hallway, kneeling by the side table. She unscrewed the end of a flashlight, dumped the old batteries into her palm, and replaced them with fresh ones from a cardboard box. She pressed the button, and she watched the beam of light cut through the dimness. Then she clicked it off and handed it to Ethan as he passed. “For your nightstand. Just in case.” Her fingers brushed his as he took it.

“Thanks,” he said, squeezing her hand briefly. His thumb pressed against her knuckles before he let go.

Victoria appeared at the top of the stairs. Her hair was pulled back, and her voice was calm. “Guest room’s ready. I put fresh sheets on the bed and set out towels.” She rested her hand on the banister, glancing down at the others.

Macy followed Ethan from room to room. Each time he paused, she trotted up. Her nails clicked on the hardwood. When he crouched to check a window, she pressed her head against his knee. Her tail wagged in slow, steady arcs. He scratched behind her ears, fingers working through her soft fur. She leaned into his touch before trotting after him as he moved on.

As the afternoon wore on, the wind picked up. Ethan paused at the back door. He watched as the loose boards on the fence rattled against their posts. Leaves spiraled across the porch, scraping along the planks before being swept away. The sky darkened. Clouds churned overhead, and the first drops of rain splattered against the glass, leaving small, irregular trails that streaked down the windowpane.

Ethan’s phone buzzed in his pocket. He pulled it out. His thumb swiped across the screen to read the message from Ashley—Leaving now. Should be there in twenty minutes.

He typed a quick reply—Drive safe. Let me know when you’re close. He watched for the “delivered” notification, then slid the phone back into his pocket.

The girls gathered in the living room as the rain grew steadier. Claire curled up on the couch, tucking her knees beneath her and pulling a blanket over her legs. She clutched the edge of the fabric, fingers working the seam. She glanced at the window as the rain drummed against the glass in a steady rhythm.

Jess sat beside her, legs crossed. She was scrolling through her phone. Her thumb flicked across the screen. The glow illuminated her face. She glanced up and spoke, her voice even. “At least we’re not being forced to leave. I’d rather be here than in some gymnasium with a hundred strangers.”

Victoria perched on the edge of the armchair. Her back was straight, and her hands were folded tightly in her lap. She looked from one face to the next, then down at her hands, her knuckles white. "It’s strange. I find myself waiting for something to happen. I keep thinking I should be doing more, but there’s nothing left to do.”

Ethan sat on the coffee table. His knees were spread, and his elbows rested on his thighs. He looked at each of them in turn. His voice was steady. “We’re ready. That’s all we can do. We’ll stay together, keep the news on, and ride it out.”

Minutes passed, the tension in the room held taut by the relentless sound of rain. Ethan’s phone buzzed again. He pulled it out, reading Ashley’s message—I’m pulling up.


Chapter 11

Ashley arrived just after midnight. The headlights swept across the rain-slicked driveway. The storm had begun in earnest. Rain was pelting the windows, and wind was rattling the eaves. Ethan stood just inside the entryway. He watched the shifting beams of light crawl over the wet pavement and glimmer on puddles that had gathered in the dips of the concrete. He listened to the engine cut off. Then, he heard the muffled sound of the car door opening. Ashley emerged. She hunched against the downpour, one hand gripping the handle of her small black suitcase, the other clutching her jacket tight around her shoulders.

She hurried up the walk, boots splashing through standing water. The rain flattened her hair against her scalp and streamed down her face. Her coat was already soaked, and it clung to her arms and back. She reached the porch and paused under the overhang. Her breath came out in short, visible puffs as she looked back at her car, then up at the door. Ethan opened it wider and stepped forward into the threshold. He let the warm light spill across the porch.

He reached for her suitcase. His fingers brushed her cold, wet hand as he took the handle. The wheels thudded over the threshold and bumped onto the mat inside. Ashley stepped in after him. She immediately bent at the waist to shake water from her hair. Droplets flew from the ends, scattering onto the tile. She straightened. Then she braced herself with one hand against the wall and stamped each boot hard on the mat, one after the other, knocking loose clumps of mud and water. Her cheeks were flushed a deep red from the dash through the downpour, and her eyes were wide and bright as they flicked between Ethan and the hallway behind him. A mix of nerves and relief was written plainly on her face.

“Thanks for letting me stay,” she said. Her voice was quiet, barely rising above the sound of rain hammering the roof overhead.

“Of course,” Ethan replied, setting her suitcase aside against the wall. He kept his tone low, steady. “You’re safer here.”

Ashley offered a grateful smile. Her lips were pressed together, and her eyes softened for just a moment before she glanced away. She hoisted the handle of her suitcase, then started towards the stairs. Her boots left wet prints on the hardwood. The wheels of her suitcase thumped softly on each step as she climbed. The sound was muffled by the thick carpet runner. The house was full, with every room occupied. However, the sense of togetherness outweighed the anxiety pressing in from the storm outside.

Victoria found Ethan in the kitchen. Her brown hair hung loose around her shoulders. Her face was drawn but calm. She moved quietly, feet bare on the tile, a white mug in each hand. The mugs were heavy, filled nearly to the brim with steaming tea. She paused in the doorway. Her gaze met Ethan’s as she held out one mug for him to take. Steam curled from the surface of the tea, catching the light from the overhead fixture.

“Come upstairs with me?” She asked. Her voice was soft but steady.

He nodded, wrapping his fingers around the warm mug. Together, they moved toward the staircase. Ethan kept his grip firm on the mug, careful not to spill any of the hot liquid as he ascended. Victoria led the way. Her hair swung against her back, and the hem of her shirt brushed the backs of her thighs. They reached the second floor landing. The air was thicker and heavier with moisture seeping in from outside.

At the end of the hall, the glass door to the upstairs balcony waited, streaked with rain. The balcony beckoned with the sound of rain drumming steadily against the metal and wood. It was sheltered beneath the overhanging roof. Victoria set her mug down on a narrow side table. Then she curled her fingers around the handle of the sliding door. She gave it a firm tug. The glass shifted with a faint scrape in its track. Cool, damp air rushed in. It was thick with moisture and the sharp, electric scent of a storm about to turn wild.

Victoria stepped out onto the balcony, the wood slick beneath her bare feet. The hem of her white shirt immediately picked up the dampness from the air. It was loose and oversized, clinging to her thighs. Ethan followed, careful not to let the mug slip from his hand. He closed the door behind them, pressing it until the latch clicked, sealing out the warmth of the house.

The world outside was a blur of darkness and rain. The distant ocean was invisible, hidden behind a shifting curtain of water. The storm’s presence was unmistakable, pressing in from all sides. Water cascaded from the roof in shimmering sheets, catching the faint glow from the house lights and scattering it across the balcony. The wind gusted, sending a spray of water across their legs. The droplets felt cold against their skin, but neither moved to go inside.

Victoria lowered herself onto the wide wooden bench. The damp surface pressed coolly against her thighs. She reached for her mug and cradled it in both hands. Then, she patted the space beside her. Ethan sat next to her. The bench creaked faintly under their combined weight. He set his mug on the table, then rested his forearms on his knees. He stared out at the rain as it fell in endless, shifting waves.

Victoria tucked herself closer. Her thigh pressed against Ethan’s, and her warmth grounded him against the turmoil outside. She shifted, pulling her legs up onto the bench and tucking her feet beneath her. Her knees brushed his. The fabric of her shirt stretched across her chest. It was already damp and growing more translucent by the minute.

“Feels like we’re the only people left in the world,” she murmured, voice barely audible over the wind.

Ethan smiled, turning his head to look at her. “I like it. Just us, the rain, and the storm.”

Victoria shivered. A tremor passed through her body that had nothing to do with the temperature. She set her mug aside, the ceramic clinking softly against the wood. Then, she leaned into him, her head resting on his shoulder. Ethan wrapped an arm around her, pulling her closer. His hand slid along the damp fabric of her shirt. The cloth stuck to her skin. His palm glided over the curve of her waist and up along her ribs. The rain intensified, wind swirling around them. The rain soaked through their clothes until the white cotton clung to Victoria’s skin, outlining the soft curves of her body and making her nipples visible beneath the sheer fabric.

She looked up at him. Her green eyes were shining in the dim light. “We’re getting soaked,” she said, a hint of laughter in her voice.

Ethan reached up. His fingers threaded through her wet hair as he brushed a strand from her cheek. The hair stuck to her skin, and he carefully lifted it away. He tucked it behind her ear. He let his thumb linger on her cheekbone, tracing the curve of her face. He then dropped his hand to her shoulder, squeezing gently.

“We could go inside.”

Victoria shook her head. A mischievous smile curved her lips. “No. I like it here. Stay with me.”

He leaned in and kissed her. Their lips met, cool from the rain, pressing together in a slow, lingering embrace. Ethan parted his lips, drawing her lower lip between his, tasting the faint salt of rainwater. Victoria opened to him. Her tongue flicked against his, and her breath was warm against his face. The world shrank to the space between them, the storm’s fury fading into the background.

Victoria’s hands slid beneath his shirt. Her fingers were cool and slick from the rain. She pressed her palms flat against his skin, tracing the curve of his spine. She then spread her fingers, nails scraping lightly along the muscles of his back. She moved her hands upward, following the line of his shoulder blades, then down again, tracing the ridges of his ribs, her touch urgent and needy.

Ethan’s own hands found the hem of her shirt. His fingers curled beneath the wet fabric. He tugged it free from her shorts, the fabric heavy and slick with rain. He slid his hands up her sides, pushing the shirt higher. He felt the soft give of her flesh beneath his palms. The shirt peeled away from her skin, clinging stubbornly. He worked it up over her ribs, then over her breasts, the fabric dragging across her nipples and making them tighten even further. Victoria lifted her arms above her head. Her elbows were bent, and her wrists crossed as she helped him pull the shirt off. Ethan drew the shirt up over her head, careful not to catch her hair. He dropped it to the balcony floor, where it landed with a wet slap.

Victoria’s breasts were bare beneath. Her nipples were taut and pink in the cool air, and rainwater was beading on her skin. Droplets traced paths down the gentle swell of her breasts, gathering at the tips of her nipples before falling to her belly. She shivered again, but her eyes never left his. Her gaze was steady and unflinching.

He leaned down, pressing his mouth to her collarbone, feeling the heat of her skin beneath the coolness of the rain. He traced the hollow at the base of her throat with his tongue. Then he moved lower, pressing his lips to the top of her breast. He tasted the salt of her skin and the rain. His tongue flicked over the curve of her breast before he closed his mouth around her nipple. He sucked gently, drawing the taut flesh between his lips. His tongue circled the sensitive tip. Victoria arched into him. Her back bowed, and her breath caught in her chest as he worked her nipple with his mouth. She gasped. Her fingers tightened in his hair, pulling him closer.

The wind whipped around them, and rain lashed their bodies, but neither cared. Victoria reached for the hem of his shirt. Her fingers found the soaked fabric and bunched it in her fists. She pulled upward, dragging the shirt over his torso. The wet cloth stuck to his skin. She worked it up over his chest, exposing his nipples, then over his shoulders. Ethan lifted his arms, helping her pull the shirt over his head. She tossed it aside, letting it fall to the floor next to hers.

She ran her hands over his chest. Her palms pressed firmly against his skin. Her nails scraped lightly over his pectorals. They left faint red trails in their wake. She traced the line of his sternum with her fingertips, then moved lower, following the ridges of his abs. Her touch grew more insistent. She leaned in, pressing her breasts against his chest. Her nipples grazed his skin as rainwater slicked their bodies together. Her lips found his again, kissing him hard. Her tongue pushed into his mouth. Ethan groaned. His hands slid down to her waist, gripping her hips and pulling her closer until there was no space left between them.

Ethan’s hands slid down her sides. He pressed his palms against her ribs, feeling the heat of her skin beneath the rain-chilled fabric. His fingers traced the curve of her waist, the pads of his thumbs brushing the sharp angle of her hipbones. He hooked his fingers into the waistband of her shorts, thumbs slipping beneath the soaked denim. The fabric clung to her skin. He tugged downward. The shorts resisted for a moment before sliding over the swell of her hips. The cold air hit her thighs as he worked the shorts lower, easing them over the curve of her ass. The damp cloth dragged against her skin. He crouched, guiding the shorts down her legs, watching as the white cotton of her panties came into view, the material nearly transparent from the rain. The dark shadow of her hair was visible through the wet fabric. The elastic band stretched across the tops of her thighs.

Victoria braced herself against the railing. Her knuckles whitened as she shifted her weight from one leg to the other. She lifted her right foot. Her toes curled against the slick wooden planks. Ethan steadied her with one hand on her calf. He gripped the shorts with his other hand. She pulled her foot free, then repeated the motion with her left. She stepped out of the tangled denim and kicked it aside. The shorts landed in a sodden heap near the door.

She reached for the waistband of her panties. Her fingers trembled as she hooked her thumbs beneath the elastic. She slid the panties down. The wet fabric peeled away from her skin, clinging stubbornly to the curve of her ass before giving way. She bent at the waist. Her breasts swayed, and her nipples were taut and pink from the cold as she pushed the panties down her thighs. The rainwater made the cotton slick, and she had to work them past her knees, easing them down her calves until they pooled at her ankles. She stepped out of them, and her toes flexed. Then she flicked them aside with a practiced movement, the panties landing next to the shorts.

She straightened and stood naked before him. Her body gleamed in the rain. Droplets tracked down her arms, racing over the gentle swell of her breasts. They gathered at the hard peaks of her nipples before dripping onto her stomach. Water slid along the curve of her waist, tracing the line of her hip, pooling at the hollow just above her pubic bone. Her skin was flushed, the pink of arousal deepening the color in her cheeks, chest, and between her thighs. Her hair hung in wet ropes, plastered to her shoulders and the line of her jaw, framing her face and drawing attention to the darkness of her eyes.

Lightning flickered in the distance. The sudden flash threw her silhouette into sharp relief. For a heartbeat, Ethan saw every detail—the soft roundness of her breasts, the hard points of her nipples, the curve of her waist, the long line of her legs. The muscles in her thighs flexed as she shifted her weight. Her stomach was taut. Her posture was open and unguarded. Her eyes met his. Her pupils were blown wide with desire, and her lips parted as she caught her breath.

Ethan pushed himself to his feet. Water streamed down his back. He closed the distance between them. His hands found her waist. His palms pressed into her skin, and his fingers splayed over her hips. He was drawing her closer. He could feel her shiver, the heat of her body radiating through the chill. He bent his head, pressing his mouth to her shoulder, tasting rain and salt and the faint trace of sweat.

Victoria reached for his belt. Her fingers fumbled with the buckle. The metal was cold and slick, and it took her several tries to work it open. She slid the leather free. The belt fell to the floor with a dull thud. Her hands moved to the button of his jeans, popping it open. Then, she dragged the zipper down with a slow, careful motion. She hooked her fingers into the waistband of both jeans and boxers, pulling them down in one rough movement. The denim stuck to his thighs, and she had to work them past the swell of his ass, dragging them down until they bunched around his knees.

Ethan stepped out of his jeans and boxers, one leg at a time, lifting his feet to free himself. The rain cooled his skin. Goosebumps rose along his arms and legs. His cock jutted forward, hard and heavy. The head was flushed and slick with pre-cum. He reached for her, wrapping his arms around her waist and pulling her close. Their bodies pressed together, skin sliding against skin. Rainwater was trapped between them. He could feel the hard points of her nipples against his chest, the heat of her belly against his cock.

Victoria wound her arms around his neck, pulling him down for a kiss. Her mouth crashed against his. Her lips parted, and her tongue slid between his teeth. She tasted of rain and need, her breath hot and fast. Her hands roamed over his back. Her fingers traced the line of his spine, and her nails scraped lightly over his shoulder blades. She pressed her chest into his, grinding her hips against his cock. The friction sent a jolt of pleasure through both of them.

She broke the kiss. Her lips brushed his ear. “Sit,” she whispered. Her voice was rough and urgent.

Ethan nodded. His breath came in short gasps. He turned and lowered himself onto the bench, the wood slick and cold beneath his thighs. He spread his legs wide. His feet were braced on the wet planks. His cock stood rigid between his thighs. The tip glistened in the dim light.

Victoria climbed onto the bench. Her knees bracketed his hips. She settled her weight on his thighs, the heat of her skin searing against his. She reached between them. Her hand wrapped around his cock. Her fingers curled around the shaft. Her thumb traced the vein that ran along the underside. She guided him to her entrance, the head of his cock pressing against the slick folds of her pussy. She was soaked, rainwater mixing with her arousal. Her inner lips parted easily as she positioned him.

She held his cock steady. Then, she lowered herself slowly, inch by inch. The head pushed inside her, stretching her open. She paused, breath shuddering. Her eyes locked with his. She sank lower, taking him deeper. Her walls clenched around him. Her thighs trembled as she eased herself down, the thick length of him filling her completely. When her hips met his, she let out a strangled moan. Her hands gripped his shoulders for support.

Ethan groaned. His hands flew to her thighs. He dug his fingers into the soft flesh. His thumbs stroked the sensitive skin just below her hips. He watched her face, drinking in every twitch and gasp, every flutter of her eyelids. The chill of the rain made his skin tingle, but the heat where their bodies joined was overwhelming.

Victoria began to move, rocking her hips in slow circles. She rolled her pelvis forward, grinding her clit against the base of his cock, then shifted back. The motion drew him almost all the way out before she slid him deep again. She set a rhythm, slow and steady. Her breath caught with every thrust. Her hands slid up to his shoulders, nails digging in as she rode him. Her breasts bounced with each movement.

Ethan’s hands slid up her thighs, tracing the curve of her hips. He reached for her breasts, cupping them in his palms. He squeezed gently, and his thumbs brushed over her nipples. He watched as they hardened even more beneath his touch. He pinched one nipple between his fingers, rolling it, and she gasped. She arched her back and pushed her chest into his hands.

The rain poured over them. Water streamed down Victoria’s back, running in rivulets between her breasts and dripping from her nipples onto Ethan’s chest. Her hair clung to her skin, framing her face and sticking to her shoulders. Every touch sent a jolt of sensation through her, the combination of cold rain and hot skin making her nerves sing.

Ethan let one hand slide down her stomach. His fingers traced the line from her navel to the trimmed hair above her pussy. He found her clit with his thumb, pressing firmly. Victoria’s breath came faster. Her moans grew louder, and her body trembled with every thrust. She ground down harder, chasing the pleasure. Her thighs quivered as she rode him.

Lightning flashed again, illuminating her face in stark relief. Her eyes flew open, wild and unfocused. Her cheeks were flushed deep pink, and her lips parted as she gasped for air. Thunder rumbled, shaking the balcony, but neither of them paused.

Ethan thrust up into her, matching her pace. He drove his cock deep, the head pressing against her cervix with every stroke. His thumb pressed harder against her clit, rubbing faster, intent on pushing her over the edge. Victoria’s hands clung to his shoulders, her nails digging crescent moons into his skin. She rocked her hips, and her breath came in ragged gasps.

“I’m close,” she gasped, the words barely audible over the storm.

“Me too,” Ethan replied. His tone was strained with need. His thumb pressed harder, circling her clit, coaxing her closer to release.

Victoria’s entire body tensed. Her muscles locked around him. Her thighs squeezed his hips. Her pussy clenched around his cock. She cried out. Her orgasm crashed over her, and her hips jerked as she rode out the waves of pleasure. Her walls pulsed around him, milking his cock, drawing him deeper.

Ethan groaned, thrusting up into her one last time. He felt his orgasm rip through him. His cock pulsed as he spilled inside her, his cum mixing with her wetness. He wrapped his arms around her waist, holding her tight as they shuddered together. Their bodies shook in the aftermath.

They clung to each other. They were breathing hard as the rain washed over them while the storm raged on. For a long moment, there was nothing but the sound of their breathing. The steady drum of rain fell on the roof.

Victoria slumped forward, collapsing against his chest. Her head rested on his shoulder. Her hair was tangled and wet, sticking to his skin. Ethan wrapped his arms around her, pressing his cheek against her temple, holding her close as their heartbeats slowed.

Lightning flickered once more, illuminating the balcony in stark white. Victoria lifted her head, meeting his gaze with a soft, satisfied smile.

“We should probably go inside before we catch pneumonia,” she whispered. Her voice was hoarse.

Ethan laughed. The sound rumbled in his chest. He pressed a kiss to her forehead. His lips lingered against her skin. “Probably.”

They untangled themselves, moving slowly, limbs heavy with exhaustion. Victoria slid off his lap. She stood on shaky legs. She bent to retrieve her panties and shorts, wringing out the worst of the water before stepping into them. Ethan gathered his jeans and boxers, pulling them on over damp skin. They walked across the balcony, leaving a trail of water behind them as they slipped back into the house.

The warmth inside was immediate, a welcome relief from the chill outside. The memory of the storm, the wildness, and the intimacy lingered between them. It was a secret pressed into their skin.

They moved quietly through the darkened hallway, bare feet silent on the hardwood. Ethan led the way to the master bathroom, flipping on the light. Victoria grabbed a towel from the rack, wrapping it around her shoulders as she sat on the edge of the tub. Ethan took another towel, rubbing it over her hair, working the knots free with gentle fingers. She leaned into his touch. Her eyes were closed, and her lips were curved in a small smile.

He knelt in front of her, drying her legs and arms, careful with the sensitive skin. She took the towel from him, returning the favor. She dabbed at his chest and back, then ran the cloth over his hair. They shared soft kisses. Their lips brushed together, and their laughter was muffled by towels and exhaustion.

When they finally crawled into bed, Victoria curled against Ethan’s side. Her body was still humming with the aftershocks of pleasure. He wrapped an arm around her, pulling her close, feeling the length of her pressed against him. He lay with his eyes open for a moment. He listened to the storm batter the windows, the sound distant and comforting.

As lightning flashed outside and thunder rolled over the house, Ethan closed his eyes. He felt grateful for the tumult and the calm, the storm without and the peace within.


Chapter 12

Ethan lay awake in the darkness, his body heavy with exhaustion but his mind unwilling to rest. He lay flat on his back. The thin sheet bunched at his waist, and his arms sprawled out across the mattress. His eyes were open, and he was staring at the ceiling he could not see. The blackness above him was so complete it felt as if he were floating in a void. He blinked, trying to force his eyelids shut, but every time he drifted, even for a minute, some noise would jolt him back. The groan of wind pressed at the house. Sometimes, it swelled into a howl that made the old beams creak. Rain rattled against the windows in sharp bursts. The drops hit glass and siding in uneven, staccato bursts that sounded almost like footsteps. He lay still. His breathing was slow and shallow. His chest rose and fell in time with the storm’s rhythm as he waited for the next sound.

He rolled onto his side, shifting his weight carefully so as not to disturb the others. The movement made the mattress dip, and he paused. He listened carefully. The house felt different with the power out. Every surface, every object, every familiar corner was swallowed by a deeper blackness than usual. The faint glow from the streetlights or the alarm clock was gone. There was only the thick, pressing dark. He reached out, and his fingers brushed across the nightstand as he searched for the clock. His hand found the plastic edge, but the display was blank, another reminder that the power had failed sometime in the night. He let his hand drop back to the mattress. He felt the rough weave of the blanket under his palm.

The only light came from the faintest gray at the windows, a thin, watery glow that barely outlined the glass. Even that was nearly erased by the storm clouds. They pressed so close it felt like they were smothering the house. He reached over the edge of the bed, groping along the floor until his fingers closed around his phone. He brought it up, squinting at the screen as he pressed the side button. The display flared to life for a second, the light harsh in the darkness, showing him the time—just after five in the morning. The battery indicator was already lower than he liked. He let the screen go dark and set the phone on the nightstand, making sure it was within reach.

He sat up slowly, careful not to jostle Claire. She was curled against his side, her knees tucked up close. Her head was buried under the blanket, so only a spill of her hair showed above the edge. Her breathing was deep and even, but every so often her shoulders twitched, as if she were caught in a dream. He watched her for a moment. Then he shifted his gaze to the foot of the bed. Jess was stretched out there, lying on her stomach, one arm thrown over Ethan’s ankle. Her hair was a dark tangle across the pillow, and her face was half-hidden, pressed into the mattress. Her breathing was deep but restless. Her chest rose and fell in uneven spurts. He could feel the heat of her arm through the thin sheet, the slight pressure a reminder of her presence.

He sat still, listening. The wind’s howl came through the boards on the windows. It was a low, relentless sound that made the whole house seem to shiver. The boards themselves flexed and groaned. The nails creaked in their holes. Rain battered the siding, sometimes in bursts so sudden it sounded like handfuls of gravel thrown against the wood. He counted his own breaths, trying to match them to the rhythm of the storm, but every so often the wind would gust and the house would tremble, making his heart skip.

A sudden crash from somewhere outside made Ethan tense. His body went rigid. His heart thumped hard in his chest. The sound echoed in his ears. He sat up straighter, holding his breath, straining to listen. The crash had been sharp and metallic, like a branch or maybe a piece of construction material from the backyard slamming into the side of the house. He pictured the loose boards from the fence, the tools left out on the deck, any of them could have gone airborne in the storm. He waited. His muscles were tight as he counted out his breaths. One, two, three, there was no follow-up. No footsteps, no voices, just the wind, the rain, and the uneasy silence that followed.

He let his shoulders drop, exhaling slowly, and was about to lay back down when he heard hurried footsteps in the hallway. The steps were light but fast. He recognized the floorboards creaking in a pattern as Ashley’s. The footsteps stopped at the door, and a quick, uneven knock sounded against the wood. The door creaked open, hinges complaining in the silence. Ashley’s voice, thin and panicked, cut through the darkness. “Ethan?”

He was already moving. He swung his legs out of bed. The sheet slid off his hips and pooled around his thighs. His feet hit the cold floor. His toes curled against the rough boards as he reached for the edge of the mattress to steady himself. He pushed himself upright. His body was still sluggish with sleep, but adrenaline was already starting to burn away the last traces of fatigue. “What’s wrong?” He asked. His tone was low but sharp.

Ashley stepped inside. She hugged herself, her arms wrapped tight around her torso. Her hair was wild, with strands sticking out in every direction. Her eyes were shiny with worry, catching what little light there was. She hovered just inside the doorway, shifting her weight from foot to foot. “It’s my dad,” she said. Her voice trembled. “He’s stuck at the hardware store. He called me; he can’t get his car out. He’s been there all night and there’s no food, nothing. He’s scared, Ethan. He said the water’s rising in the parking lot and he can’t leave.”

Ethan felt his mind snap into focus. “He called you?” he asked, already on his feet, moving around the end of the bed.

Ashley nodded. Her shoulders were shaking. “He got through just before my phone died. He said he was okay, but he’s hungry and cold. The sedan won’t make it through the water. He doesn’t know what to do. I told him to stay put, but…” She trailed off. Her hands twisted together, and her fingers dug into her sleeves.

Jess stirred at the foot of the bed, rolling onto her side. Her hair slid across her face, hiding her eyes. She pushed herself up on one elbow. She blinked as she tried to focus. “What’s going on?” she asked, her voice thick with sleep.

“Tom’s stuck at the store,” Ethan said. He was already moving to the closet. He crossed the room in three strides, pulling the door open and reaching inside for jeans and a hoodie. The fabric was cold in his hands as he yanked the jeans off the hanger, stepping into them one leg at a time. He pulled them up over his hips, buttoning them with stiff fingers. After that, he dragged the hoodie over his head. The hood caught on his hair, and he shook it loose, pulling it down until it covered his neck.

“He can’t get out. The parking lot’s probably flooded,” Ethan finished, glancing over his shoulder at Ashley.

Ashley’s eyes were wide, pleading. She stood just inside the doorway. Her hands twisted tighter. “Can you go get him? Please? I know it’s dangerous, but,” Her voice cracked, and she bit her lip, looking down at her feet.

“I’ll go,” Ethan said, reaching for his socks. He sat down on the edge of the bed, pulling the socks on one at a time. The fabric felt rough against his skin. “We’ll take the SUV. It’s got clearance for the water, and four-wheel drive. We’ll be careful.” He stood. He grabbed his belt from the hook on the wall and threaded it through the loops of his jeans, cinching it tight.

Jess threw off the blanket. The fabric flew back to reveal her bare legs. She swung her feet to the floor. Her toes splayed as they touched the cold boards. She reached for her jeans, pulling them on quickly, hopping on one foot as she worked the fabric up her thighs. She zipped them. Then she grabbed a t-shirt from the pile at the end of the bed and dragged it over her head. Her hair stuck out at odd angles, but she ignored it. She reached for her boots and pulled them close.

“I’m coming with you,” Jess said. Her voice was steady now. She shoved her feet into the boots, tugging the laces tight. Her fingers moved fast. “You’ll need another set of eyes, and if something happens,” she didn’t finish, but Ethan nodded, grateful for her steadiness.

Claire sat up, rubbing her eyes with the heels of her hands. She blinked, trying to clear the sleep from her face. Her hair fell forward over her shoulders. She looked at Ethan, her mouth tight with worry. “Be careful,” she said softly. Her voice was hushed.

Ethan crossed the room to her. He knelt beside the bed. He reached for her hand, squeezing her fingers gently. Her skin was warm. Her grip was tight. “We will,” he said, holding her gaze for a moment before letting go.

Ashley hovered in the doorway. Her breath came fast, and her chest rose and fell in quick, shallow bursts. She looked from Ethan to Jess. Her eyes shone with tears she refused to let fall. “Thank you. Please, just get him home.” Her voice was raw. The words tumbled out in a rush.

Ethan turned to the dresser, pulling open the top drawer and grabbing his phone and a flashlight. He checked the phone’s battery, which was less than half, and tucked it into his jacket pocket. The flashlight was heavy in his hand, the metal cold. He clicked it on for a second. The beam sliced through the darkness. Then he switched it off and slid it into the other pocket. He moved to the closet again, reaching for his boots. He set them on the floor, pushing his feet inside, then bent to pull the laces tight, knotting them with quick, practiced motions. He stood, rolling his shoulders, feeling the weight of the jacket settle around him.

Jess was already lacing up her shoes, her face set with determination. She finished tying the last knot, then stood, brushing her hair out of her face and pulling on a jacket of her own. She checked her pockets, making sure she had her phone and a small folding knife, then nodded once at Ethan. Her lips were pressed in a thin line.

Ethan patted his pockets, checking for his keys. He found them in his jacket, the metal cold against his palm. He closed his fist around them, feeling the familiar weight. He took a deep breath. He was steadying himself. Then he turned to face the others, ready to go.

They moved quickly through the house. Their shoes thudded against the hardwood as they passed the living room, the commotion stirring the others from uneasy sleep. Claire’s head emerged from the hallway. Her expression was tense and confused, but Victoria was already at the top of the stairs, standing rigid with her hand gripping the banister. Her hair had been yanked back into a tight ponytail, a few stray damp strands plastered to her forehead. Her eyes darted from Jess to Ethan. They were sharp and bright with concern. Her voice was clipped and urgent as she demanded, “What’s happening?”

Jess, already halfway up the stairs, paused just long enough to answer. Her breath was coming fast. “Tom’s stuck at the hardware store,” she said. Her voice was steady but strained. “We’re going to get him.”

Victoria’s lips pressed together. A muscle flickered in her cheek. She nodded once, decisive. “I’ll stay here with the others. Be careful. Call if you need anything.” She stepped aside, giving them room to pass. Her gaze lingered on Jess’s face for a moment before flicking to Ethan.

Ethan didn’t waste another second. He strode down the stairs. Jess was close behind him, and their feet were slapping the steps in quick succession. At the bottom, Ethan reached for the front door. His fingers fumbled with the old brass handle. He yanked it open. Instantly, the wind slammed into him. It felt like a solid wall of cold and wet that nearly forced him back. Rain lashed sideways, hard and fast, stinging his cheeks and forehead. He squinted, blinking water from his eyes as he stepped onto the porch. Jess hunched her shoulders. One hand shielded her face as she followed him out.

They hurried down the slick, shallow steps. Their shoes slipped slightly on the wet wood. The wind whipped at their clothes, plastering Jess’s shirt to her back and tugging Ethan’s jacket open. The driveway was a mess. It was littered with leaves plastered flat by the rain, twigs and bits of trash swirling in eddies around their feet. The SUV sat at the far end, its windshield and hood buried under a thick layer of sodden leaves and small branches. Debris clung to the wipers. Ethan squinted through the downpour. He confirmed that the vehicle’s windows were intact and that the tires were still solid on the gravel.

He dug into his pocket with numb fingers, fishing out the key fob. His thumb pressed the unlock button, and the SUV’s lights flashed. The lights appeared faint and distorted through the rain. Jess darted ahead, yanking open the passenger door. Water sluiced off the roof, splattering her arm. She ducked inside, dragging the door shut behind her. Ethan circled around the hood. His boots splashed through shallow puddles. He wrenched open the driver’s door. The wind caught it and nearly ripped it from his grip. He wrestled it closed. The thunk echoed in the small space.

Inside the SUV, the air felt close and humid. The windows were already fogging with their breath. Jess yanked her seatbelt across her chest. The nylon strap stuck to her damp shirt. She fished her phone from her pocket, and she swiped her thumb across the screen. “I’ve got twenty percent,” she said, her tone strained. She glanced sideways at Ethan. Her eyes were anxious but focused.

Ethan pulled his own phone from his jacket. He glanced at the glowing numbers. “Nineteen,” he said. He tossed the phone into the cup holder. Then he jammed the key into the ignition. The engine coughed, then caught. The dashboard lit up in a soft blue glow. He flicked on the headlights. The beams sliced through the darkness and rain, illuminating the swirling mist that hovered over the street beyond the driveway.

He shifted into reverse, easing his foot onto the brake. The tires crunched over small branches. The steering wheel vibrated in his hands as they rolled slowly down the driveway. The headlights swept across the yard, catching the glint of water pooled along the curb and the ragged edge of a trash bag blown open by the wind.

At the end of the street, Ethan slowed. He peered through the windshield. The wipers banged back and forth, streaking water into uneven arcs. He leaned forward, squinting, trying to see more than a few feet of road ahead. The world outside was a wall of gray. Rain sheeting sideways reduced visibility to almost nothing. The wind rocked the vehicle, making the frame shudder. Every few seconds, a branch or plastic bag skittered across the headlights’ reach, tumbling end over end.

Jess pressed her hand to the dashboard, pointing. “Watch out,” she said. Her voice was sharp as she warned him about the tree branch. Ethan’s eyes tracked to where she indicated. He noticed a thick, broken limb sprawled across the right lane, slick with rain. He twisted the wheel left, guiding the SUV around it. The tires bumped over the edge of the curb before he straightened out again. His hands gripped the wheel tight, knuckles pale.

The streets were deserted. Every house they passed was dark. The windows were shuttered, and the porch lights were off. Some driveways were half-submerged. Water was creeping up to the steps. Ethan’s eyes flicked from house to house, noting the lines of sandbags, the glint of water in the gutters. The flooding wasn’t as bad as he’d feared, yet, but the storm was still building.

They crawled through the town. The speedometer barely reached twenty. The wind howled, making the SUV sway. Ethan’s foot hovered over the brake. He was ready for anything. At every intersection, he slowed almost to a stop. He scanned for downed limbs, trash cans rolling in the gutter, a stop sign bent nearly to the ground and flapping in the wind.

As they turned onto Main Street, the storm intensified. Rain hammered the roof in heavy sheets, driven nearly horizontal by the wind. The streetlights were out, leaving everything in darkness. The SUV’s high beams illuminated the surroundings, and the occasional, jagged flash of lightning lit the world in stark white for a split second. Jess leaned forward. Her eyes swept the sidewalks for hazards. “There’s a power line down,” she said. Her voice rose. “Left side, near the diner.” Ethan’s gaze jerked to the left, spotting the thick black cable snaking across the sidewalk, sparking faintly in the rain. He steered wide, his heart pounding as he kept to the far side of the road.

They passed the grocery store. Its parking lot was empty and dark, and the automatic doors rattled in the wind. The post office came next. The flagpole was bent at a wild angle, and the flag itself was wrapped tightly around the pole. The hardware store loomed ahead. Its sign swung on rusty chains and creaked as it whipped back and forth above the entrance.

The parking lot was half-flooded. Water swirled around the curbs and pooled near the door. Ethan slowed, guiding the SUV through several inches of water. The tires sent up sprays that slapped against the doors. He pulled up as close as he dared, shifting into park. The engine’s hum faded as he killed it, the sudden silence inside broken only by the rain pounding on the roof.

He turned to Jess, his face set. “Stay close. If it gets worse, we’re getting out of here fast.” Jess nodded. Her mouth was pressed in a tight line. She stuffed her phone into her pocket. Her fingers trembled slightly.

They both reached for the door handles. Ethan shoved his shoulder against his, bracing as the wind tried to rip it from his grip. He stepped out. His boots splashed into cold water that rose halfway up his ankles. Rain hit him full in the face, blinding and icy. Jess followed. She hunched into her jacket, her hair plastered to her scalp. They splashed through the water, and their feet sent up little waves with every step, until they reached the glass front doors.

Inside, a single beam of light wavered back and forth, a flashlight, unsteady. Ethan pounded on the glass with the flat of his palm, shouting, “Tom! It’s Ethan and Jess!” His voice was nearly lost in the roar of the storm.

A moment later, the lock clicked. The door then swung open. Tom stood there. His face was pale and drawn, and his eyes were wide with relief. His flannel jacket was soaked at the cuffs. His mustache was drooping with damp. He clutched the flashlight in one shaking hand. “Thank god,” he rasped. His voice was rough. “I thought I was going to have to wait all day for someone to come. The phone died and the radio’s out. I didn’t know what was happening.”


Chapter 13

Tom stood just inside the hardware store’s entrance. His shoulders were hunched, and his flannel jacket was still damp from the humidity that had crept in with the storm. The fabric clung to his arms, heavy and uncomfortable. The pattern darkened in patches where the rain had soaked through. He kept his hands jammed in the pockets. His fingers curled tight around a ring of keys and a battered pocketknife. The single flashlight beam Jess held cast long, uncertain shadows across the shelves, slicing through the darkness in a narrow, trembling arc. She gripped the handle tightly, her thumb pressed against the switch. Her knuckles were white as she kept the light steady.

Outside, the wind howled again. It rattled the glass and made the building groan. The glass panes in the front windows shivered in their frames, a few of them bowing inward with each gust. The metal door behind Tom vibrated faintly, the rubber seal at the bottom whining against the warped threshold. Water dripped from the hem of Tom’s jeans, darkening the concrete beneath his boots in irregular circles. Jess’s breath came out in short, visible puffs each time she exhaled, fogging in the cold air. For a moment, the three of them just breathed, the tension of the storm and the rescue thick between them. Ethan’s chest rose and fell. His jacket was plastered to his back, and the collar was turned up against the chill. He flexed his hands at his sides. He shook off the last drops of rain, then wiped his palm on his jeans.

Ethan wiped rain from his face, dragging his hand across his forehead and down over his cheeks. He flicked the moisture from his fingers. Then, he stepped closer, boots scraping against the gritty floor. He kept his voice calm, steadying himself as he met Tom’s gaze. “Tom, let’s get you out of here. The SUV’s right outside. We can be home in fifteen minutes.” He nodded toward the door, angling his body so Tom could see the outline of the parked vehicle through the streaked glass.

Tom shook his head. His lips were pressed together. He reached up and scrubbed a hand through his hair, sending a few droplets flying. “I’m staying. I’ll ride it out here. This building’s solid, and I know it inside and out.” He shifted his weight, and his boots squeaked on the damp floor. He then glanced up at the ceiling as another gust of wind made the rafters creak.

Jess looked at Ethan. Her hair was dripping onto her shoulders, with strands plastered to her neck and the collar of her jacket. She blinked. Water beaded on her eyelashes. Then she looked back at Tom. “It’s not safe to stay here, Tom. There’s no food, no heat, and you’ve already lost power.” She tightened her grip on the flashlight, angling the beam so it illuminated Tom’s face and the shelves behind him. The light glinted off the rows of metal hardware and cast sharp-edged shadows on the wall.

Tom’s eyes flicked to Jess, then away. He shifted his stance. His shoulders rose as he drew in a breath. “I’ve seen worse. I’ll be fine.” He pressed his lips together, the lines around his mouth deepening. His gaze slid over the shelves, lingering on a display of padlocks and boxes of screws stacked in uneven piles.

Ethan took a breath, steadying himself. He could see the fear in Tom’s eyes, the stubbornness, but also something else. There was a wariness in Tom's expression that went deeper than the storm. He stepped forward, closing the distance between them by another foot. “Tom,” he said, keeping his tone gentle, “Ashley’s worried about you. She called us in a panic. She needs to know you’re safe.” He let his hands hang loose at his sides, palms open. He was trying to project calm.

Tom’s mouth twisted, and he looked away. He stared at the racks of nails and screws behind the counter. He reached up and traced a finger along the edge of the countertop. Dust stuck to his damp skin. “She shouldn’t have to worry about me. She should be at home. She should not be mixed up in all this.” His voice was tight. He kept his eyes fixed on the rows of hardware.

The wind battered the windows again, a reminder that time was short. The glass rattled in its frame, and the vibration ran up through the metal shelves. This made the tools hanging on the pegboard tremble. Ethan pressed on. “She’s safe at my house. All the girls are. You can be safe there too. We have food, blankets, and a generator. You don’t have to do this alone.” He spoke softly. The words were measured, and his gaze never left Tom’s face.

Tom’s shoulders tensed. The muscles in his neck stood out, cords visible beneath the skin. “It’s not about the storm, Ethan. I know you think you’re helping, but,” He stopped. The words caught in his throat. His lips parted. Then, they pressed together again. “I don’t like what’s happening between you and Ashley. I don’t want her caught up in all that.” His voice was rough. The admission was pulled from somewhere deep.

Jess shifted. Her boots squeaked as she moved her weight from one foot to the other. She glanced at Ethan. Her expression was tense, but Ethan gave her a small shake of his head, a silent signal to let him handle it. He stepped closer to Tom, lowering his voice. “I get it. You’re her father. You want to protect her. I respect that.” He kept his posture relaxed. His hands were still visible, and he made no sudden movements.

Tom’s eyes flashed, but he didn’t speak. His hands balled into fists in his pockets. The fabric strained against his knuckles.

Ethan continued, “Ashley’s an adult. She’s smart, Tom. She knows what she’s doing. She’s not a kid anymore.” He kept his tone even, watching Tom’s reaction closely.

Tom’s jaw clenched. The muscles in his cheeks bunched, and he ground his teeth together. “She’s my daughter. I just want her to be happy. I don’t want her to get hurt. And I don’t want her to regret getting mixed up in something she can’t walk away from.” He stared at the floor. The floor was scuffed concrete marked with muddy footprints and scattered sawdust.

Ethan nodded. “I understand. But you’re not giving her enough credit. She’s happy. I’ve never seen her more sure of herself than she is now. She’s not being pressured. She’s free to do whatever she wants, be with us, or not. That’s her choice.” He spoke quietly, the words deliberate, letting each one settle before moving on.

Tom’s gaze dropped to the scuffed floor, the fight in his posture fading. His shoulders slumped, and he let out a shaky breath, the sound barely audible over the storm. “She’s all I’ve got left, Ethan. After her mom… I just can’t lose her too.” His voice cracked on the last word, the pain raw and unguarded.

Ethan softened. He took a careful step forward, closing the distance so he stood just a few feet from Tom. “You won’t. She loves you, Tom. She just wants you to trust her.” He kept his tone subdued, the words meant for Tom alone.

For a moment, the only sound was the storm’s fury outside. The wind shrieked. Rain lashed the windows in sheets. The fluorescent bulbs overhead, long since dead, hung in silence above them, the darkness broken only by Jess’s trembling flashlight beam. Jess stepped back, giving the two men space. She moved toward the nearest shelf. Her boots crunched over scattered gravel and debris tracked in from outside. She adjusted her grip on the flashlight, angling it away so the beam didn’t shine directly into Tom’s eyes. Instead, she aimed the light to illuminate the counter and the cash register perched on top.

Tom looked up. His eyes were tired. The skin beneath them was shadowed. Lines were etched deep from worry and sleepless nights. “I don’t know how to make sense of it. You, and her, and the others. It’s not what I pictured for her.” He spoke slowly. He weighed each word before he let it go.

Ethan nodded slowly. He shifted his stance. His boots were planted firmly, and his hands remained still visible. “It’s not what I pictured for myself, either. But it works. We care about each other. And I care about Ashley. I wouldn’t let anything happen to her.” His voice was steady, the conviction clear.

Tom’s voice was rough. “Do you love her?”

The question hung in the air. It was sharp and unyielding. Ethan stood perfectly still. His hand hovered inches above the edge of the counter, as if the solidity of the wood might anchor him against the weight of Tom’s demand. He felt the muscles in his back tense, the fabric of his shirt pulling tight across his shoulders. His eyes dropped for a moment. He focused on the faded linoleum beneath his boots before he forced himself to look at Tom again. He thought of Ashley’s laughter, how it bubbled up in the kitchen when she misread a recipe, how she’d pressed a hand to her mouth to stifle it when she caught herself. He remembered her nervous smiles, the way her lips twitched when she was uncertain, and the way she’d tucked her hair behind her ear and glanced at him for reassurance. He pictured the way she fit into the house, how she’d claimed a corner of the living room with her books and blankets, how she’d taken over the business’s front office with sticky notes and color-coded files. He thought of how fiercely she’d wanted her father to be safe. She had paced the hallway with her phone pressed to her ear, her words strained with worry. She had watched the door every time a car passed, hoping it was him. He remembered how much she wanted Tom’s approval, the way her face lit up when he praised her, and the way disappointment shadowed her eyes when he didn’t.

“Yes,” Ethan said. His voice was steady. His fingers curled into a fist at his side. His knuckles were whitening. “I love her. I’ll protect her, just like I want to protect you right now. I promise you, Tom, she’s safe with me.”

Tom’s eyes glistened with something unshed, the light from the overhead bulb catching the moisture at the corners. He blinked. His lashes trembled as he nodded, the last of his resistance crumbling. His shoulders slumped, the tension in his frame melting away. “Alright. You get me out of here, and I’ll try," he swallowed, Adam’s apple bobbing in his throat, voice thick. “I’ll try to understand. For her.”

Relief swept through Ethan. It was sudden and overwhelming. He reached out without hesitation, closing the distance between them. He gripped Tom’s shoulder, his palm pressing firmly against the damp fabric of Tom’s jacket. His fingers dug in just enough to convey his sincerity. “Thank you.” He held the contact for a moment. He felt the warmth of Tom’s body beneath his hand, then released him.

Jess exhaled. The breath shuddered out of her. The tension drained from her posture; her shoulders dropped, and her arms fell to her sides. They had been crossed tightly over her chest before. She straightened, glancing from Ethan to Tom. “We should go. The wind’s picking up again.” Her voice was low and urgent. It remained steady.

Tom hesitated only a moment, glancing out the window where the glass rattled in its frame. He nodded. Resolve settled in his features. He turned, reaching behind the counter with one hand. His fingers fumbled for a moment. Then, they closed around the handle of a battered duffel bag. He dragged it out, and the canvas scraped against the wood as he did so. Then, he slung the strap over his shoulder. With his other hand, he grabbed a heavy flashlight. He brushed his thumb against the switch to test it. The beam flickered, cutting a pale path across the floor before he switched it off. He tucked it under his arm. He adjusted his grip on the duffel and moved around the end of the counter to join Ethan and Jess.

Together, they hurried to the door. Ethan reached out. He braced his hand against the frame and pushed the door open with his shoulder. The hinges protested. The door swung wide as a blast of cold, wet air rushed in. Tom hunched his shoulders, ducking his head against the wind. Jess stepped close behind Ethan. She raised one hand to shield her eyes from the rain.

The storm outside had shifted. The brief calm of the eye was passing, and the wind was already swirling debris through the parking lot. Water pooled along the curb, lapping at the concrete in restless waves. The rain came in sideways sheets. It stung exposed skin. Ethan stepped forward, planting his feet carefully on the slick pavement. He moved deliberately, angling his body so that he stood between Tom and the worst of the wind. He held one arm out, motioning for Tom to stay close. Then he started toward the SUV parked at the far end of the lot.

Tom followed, clutching his duffel to his chest. The strap was digging into his shoulder. He kept his head down, squinting against the rain. Jess trailed just behind. Her coat flapped around her legs as one hand gripped the collar tight against her throat. They splashed through ankle-deep water. Their boots sent up sprays with every hurried step. Ethan led the way, pausing once to glance over his shoulder and make sure Tom and Jess were still with him.

When they reached the SUV, Ethan yanked the driver’s side door open. Water ran in rivulets down his arms. He climbed inside, shifting quickly to make room for Jess, who slid into the passenger seat. Her jeans were soaked to the knee. Tom circled around to the back, wrenched the door open, and all but fell into the seat, pulling the duffel in after him. He slammed the door shut. The sound was muffled by the howling wind outside.

Inside the vehicle, Tom shivered in the back seat. He clutched his duffel to his chest. His fingers were white, knuckles pressed hard into the canvas. He hunched forward. His shoulders were drawn in, and his eyes glanced nervously to the windows as rain battered the glass. Jess sat in the passenger seat. Her hands were braced on the dash, fingers spread wide for balance as the SUV rocked slightly in the wind.

Ethan wiped his wet hands on his jeans. Then he reached for the keys. He slid them into the ignition, twisting until the engine rumbled to life. The headlights snapped on, cutting through the gray sheets of rain and illuminating the swirling debris outside. He shifted into drive, easing the SUV out of the lot. The tires spun briefly before catching on the wet pavement. Water fanned out behind them. Rooster tails rose from each wheel as they crept forward.

The drive home was slow, every intersection a new obstacle. Ethan gripped the wheel tightly. His knuckles stood out against his skin. Jess leaned forward, peering through the windshield. Her breath fogged the glass. She wiped it away with the sleeve of her jacket. Her eyes scanned for fallen branches that blocked half the road, trash cans that had rolled into the intersection, even a toppled street sign that lay half-submerged in a puddle. Ethan maneuvered around each hazard. Sometimes, he inched the SUV up onto the sidewalk to get by. The wind buffeted the vehicle, pushing it sideways. However, the SUV held steady, its weight anchoring them against the gusts.

Inside the car, the silence was heavy. Tom stared out the window. His breath fogged the glass with each exhale. He pressed his forehead to the cool surface, watching the rain streak past. His eyes tracked the movement of debris as it skittered across the road. Jess kept her eyes on the road ahead. She called out hazards as they appeared. “Branch, left,” she said, and Ethan swerved gently, tires sliding a little before gripping again. “Sign, watch it.” Ethan slowed, easing around the obstacle. His jaw was tight with concentration.

As they turned onto Ethan’s street, the house came into view, a beacon of warmth and light in the storm. The porch was lined with sandbags, stacked two high along the steps and across the threshold. The boards on the windows held firm, nailed in place. The wood was dark with rain but remained unmoving. Light glowed from behind the curtains, spilling out onto the porch and illuminating the battered welcome mat. Ethan pulled into the driveway, steering carefully to avoid the edge where water pooled. He shifted into park and killed the engine, the sudden silence inside the car almost startling.

“We’re here,” he said quietly. His voice was hushed.

They moved quickly, urgency in every motion. Jess pushed open her door, swinging her legs out and planting her feet in the shallow water. She stood and tugged her jacket tighter around her. Then she circled to the back to help Tom. Tom fumbled with the door handle. He finally managed to shove it open against the wind. He climbed out, still clutching the duffel to his chest. He hunched his shoulders as rain pelted his back. Ethan exited last, slamming his door shut and jogging around the front of the SUV to join them.

Together, they hurried up the driveway. Their boots splashed through puddles. Ethan reached the porch first, stepping over the sandbags and pushing open the front door. The storm slammed it shut behind them. The noise echoed through the foyer. Inside, the house was warm. The smell of coffee and something sweet lingered in the air.

Ashley was waiting just inside the foyer. Her arms were wrapped around herself, and her face was pale and anxious. The moment Tom stepped inside, Ashley’s composure broke. She ran to him. Her feet pounded the hardwood as she threw her arms around his neck. “Dad!” She cried. Her voice broke on the word. “I was so scared.”

Tom dropped his duffel, letting it thud to the floor. He then wrapped his arms around Ashley, pulling her close. His rough hands cradled the back of her head. His fingers threaded through her hair as he held her tight. “I’m alright, sweetheart. I’m alright.” His voice was low, thick with emotion.

Ashley clung to him for a long moment. Her body shook with silent sobs. She pressed her face into his shoulder. Tears soaked into his jacket. After a while, she pulled back, wiping her cheeks with the back of her hand. Her eyes shone with tears. “Thank you for coming home.”

Tom managed a shaky smile. His lips were trembling. “Thank Ethan and Jess. They’re the ones who braved the storm.”

Ashley turned, releasing her father and stepping toward Ethan. She wrapped her arms around him in a fierce hug, squeezing tightly. “Thank you,” she whispered. Her voice trembled. “Thank you for bringing him home.” Her cheek pressed against his chest. Her grip was unyielding.

Ethan held her close. One arm was wrapped around her shoulders, while the other hand stroked her hair. He felt the relief in her embrace, the way her body relaxed against his. “You’re safe now. Both of you.” He pressed a kiss to the top of her head, holding her until she loosened her grip.

Jess stepped past them. Her boots left wet prints on the floor as she headed toward the kitchen. Her own relief was clear in the way her shoulders finally relaxed. Her stride was steady and unhurried. Victoria appeared at the top of the stairs, one hand gripping the banister. Concern was etched on her face. “Is everyone alright?” She called down. Her voice was strained.

“We’re fine,” Ethan called up, turning to look at her. “We’re all here.”

Ashley squeezed Ethan one last time. Then she turned back to her father. She took his hand, her fingers lacing through his. She then tugged him gently toward the living room. “Come on, Dad. Let’s get you dry and warm.” Tom let Ashley lead him. His free hand reached down to grab the duffel from the floor. They disappeared into the living room, where a stack of towels waited on the arm of the couch and a steaming mug of tea sat on the coffee table. Tom dropped the duffel beside the couch, shrugged out of his wet jacket, and accepted a towel from Ashley. He glanced back at Ethan. Something softer was in his eyes, a tentative acceptance, or at least the willingness to try.

Ethan watched them go. His chest felt tight with a mixture of relief and exhaustion. Jess returned to his side, nudging him gently with her elbow. “You did good,” she said. Her tone was subdued.

He nodded. The adrenaline was finally fading from his system. His shoulders slumped. He leaned back against the wall for support. “I hope so.”

Jess squeezed his arm. Her grip was firm and reassuring. “You did.”

The storm battered the house, and the wind rattled the boarded windows, but inside, there was warmth, and light, and the unspoken promise that things could change, even if it took a hurricane to bring it about.


Chapter 14

The rain hammered the windows in relentless sheets, blurring the world outside into shifting gray. Ethan sat in his office. His elbows were braced on the desk, and his chin rested on his hands as he watched the water race down the glass. The glass was cool beneath his skin, the edge of the desk pressing lightly into his forearms. Every few seconds, a fat droplet would slide down the pane. It merged with others until a rivulet twisted its way to the bottom of the frame. He tracked their paths with his eyes, following the erratic trails as they cut through the condensation. The power was still out. The only light in the room was a dull, pale glow that leaked through the stormy sky. The faint illumination left the corners of the room in shadow, the outlines of the bookshelves and the filing cabinet reduced to vague shapes. The digital clock on his desk was dead. Its black screen reflected nothing but the ghostly light. His laptop sat closed and inert beside a stack of paperwork. The power indicator was dark. He had left his phone in the kitchen, the battery long since drained.

The silence was broken only by the distant groan of wind and the occasional rattle of something loose in the unfinished backyard. A length of plastic sheeting, left over from the last round of construction, slapped intermittently against the side of the house. Each time the wind shifted, it tugged at the sheet. The sheet fluttered and snapped before falling quiet again. Somewhere beyond the wall, a gutter vibrated. It produced a faint metallic shiver that faded as quickly as it came.

He sighed. He rubbed his tired eyes. He pressed the heels of his palms against his closed lids, kneading gently until pinpricks of color danced in the darkness. The adrenaline from the morning’s rescue had faded, leaving behind only a bone-deep weariness. His shoulders ached from tension, the muscles along his neck tight and unyielding. Yet his mind wouldn’t stop moving. It replayed the conversation with Tom in the hardware store, the drive through flooded streets, and the look on Ashley’s face when she’d hugged her father in the foyer. He saw Tom’s face, drawn and stubborn, the way his jaw had set as Ethan pleaded with him to come back to the house. He remembered the grip of his hands on the steering wheel. His knuckles were white as he navigated the flooded intersections, the water rising around the tires. He saw Ashley. Her eyes were rimmed red, and her arms were flung around her father’s neck as she sobbed into his shoulder. The house felt different now, quieter, but steadier, as if some invisible tension had finally eased.

He stared out the window, watching the rain. The backyard was a churned sea of mud, construction supplies half-buried in standing water. The plywood sheets he had stacked by the fence were now warped and swollen. The edges were curling up from the puddles that pooled beneath them. A bag of concrete had split open. The powder turned to gray sludge that oozed toward the patio. Beyond that, the silhouettes of trees swayed in the wind. Their branches bent and tossed against the sky. A few leaves clung stubbornly to the limbs, but most had been stripped away, plastered against the fence or scattered across the ground. Somewhere in the distance, the ocean was a hidden, restless force. He could not see it, but he could picture the waves, whipped into froth by the wind, crashing against the shore. He wondered how much longer the storm would linger, how soon the sun would return and life would resume.

A soft knock came at the open door. The sound was barely audible over the rain, but it drew his attention. He turned, shifting in his chair so the back creaked against the worn wood. Victoria stepped inside. Her brown hair was pulled back in a loose ponytail. Her face was pale but calm in the stormlight. She wore leggings and a faded t-shirt, her feet bare. The fabric of her shirt clung to her shoulders. The hem hung unevenly where it had been tugged over her hips. Her toenails were painted a chipped blue. The color had dulled by time. She paused just inside the doorway, studying him with those sharp green eyes.

“Hey,” she said, her voice gentle. “You hiding up here?”

Ethan managed a tired smile. The muscles in his cheeks felt slow to respond, the expression more effort than usual. “Just needed a minute to catch my breath.” He let his hands drop from his face. His fingers splayed across the edge of the desk. He traced the wood grain absently, feeling the slight ridges beneath his fingertips.

Victoria closed the door behind her, pressing it carefully until the latch clicked into place. She crossed the room, her steps were light on the hardwood, and settled onto the couch along the wall. She tucked her feet up, folding her legs beneath her so her knees pressed to her chest. Her arms wrapped around her knees. Her hands were clasped loosely together. She gazed at him in the quiet. Her eyes were steady and unhurried. The cushions dipped beneath her weight. The fabric stretched slightly as she shifted to get comfortable.

He glanced back at the window. “Still coming down out there.” He nodded toward the glass, watching as another gust of wind sent a fresh wave of rain slashing against the pane.

She nodded, following his gaze. “It’s supposed to let up by tomorrow. The eye’s passed, but the tail end of the storm is always the messiest.” She rested her chin on her knees. Her ponytail slipped over one shoulder. A few stray strands of hair escaped, curling against her cheek.

Ethan turned away from the window, leaning back in his chair. The seat creaked again as he shifted his weight, stretching his legs out under the desk until his heels scraped lightly against the floor. “Feels like it’s been a week since yesterday.”

Victoria’s lips curved in a faint smile. “You did a good thing, Ethan. Getting Tom, talking to him. That couldn’t have been easy.” She watched him. Her gaze was unwavering, and her fingers tightened slightly around her knees.

He shook his head, remembering Tom’s stubbornness, the way the older man’s voice had cracked when he finally relented. He pictured Tom standing in the aisle. Tom had his hands stuffed deep in his jacket pockets and was refusing to meet Ethan’s eyes. He remembered the tension in the air. The silence stretched between them as Ethan waited for Tom to speak. “It wasn’t. But it needed to happen. For Ashley, for all of us.” He flexed his hands. The memory of gripping Tom’s arm was still vivid in his mind.

Victoria studied him. Her expression softened. The lines at the corners of her eyes eased. Her posture relaxed as she leaned back against the cushions. “He’s changed his mind, you know. At least a little. Ashley told me before she left. She took him back to his car as soon as the rain eased up. Said he wanted to see if it would start once the water receded.” She spoke quietly. Her words were measured and careful.

Ethan let out a slow breath. Relief mixed with exhaustion. He leaned forward, elbows on his knees, and let his head hang for a moment. The tension in his shoulders loosened, just a fraction. “I’m glad. I didn’t want them to leave things unsettled.” He straightened, rubbing his palms together, feeling the roughness of calluses earned from months of construction work.

Victoria nodded, her eyes thoughtful. She shifted on the couch, uncurling her legs and stretching them out in front of her. Her toes pointed toward the far armrest. Her ankles were crossed. “You could have ignored it. Pretended everything was fine, let Ashley handle it alone. But you didn’t. You faced it head on.” She tilted her head. She studied him with quiet intensity.

He shrugged, looking down at his hands. He turned them over, palms up, examining the faint lines and small scars. “I care about her. I care about all of you. I couldn’t just let it fester. That’s how things get broken.” He closed his fists, then opened them again. He laid them flat on his thighs.

She was quiet for a moment, watching him. The rain softened. The wind died down to a steady, mournful sigh along the eaves. The change was subtle, but Ethan noticed the way the shadows shifted, the light in the room growing a little warmer as the storm’s fury ebbed. In the silence, Ethan realized how much had changed in the last year, how much he’d changed. He had built this house. He had started a business. He had opened his life to love and uncertainty and risk. He’d learned to let people in, to trust them, to fight for them. He glanced around the office. He took in the evidence of his efforts—blueprints pinned to the corkboard, stacks of invoices, a photograph of Ashley and Victoria at the beach last summer, both of them laughing, hair tangled by the wind.

Victoria’s voice was quiet. “You’re good at that. Fixing things before they break.” She drew her knees up again, hugging them close. Her gaze never left his face.

He looked at her, the corners of his mouth lifting. “I’m an architect. It’s what I do.” He allowed himself a small smile, the familiar comfort of the joke grounding him.

She laughed. The sound was warm and real. Her shoulders shook. Her eyes crinkled at the corners. “You’re more than that, Ethan. You’re the glue that keeps us together. Even when it’s messy.” She reached up to swipe a loose strand of hair behind her ear. Her fingers lingered for a moment against her temple.

He let the words settle between them. He sat back and exhaled slowly. His gaze drifted from Victoria to the window and back again. “I just want everyone to be happy. I want Ashley to feel safe here, to know she’s wanted. I want Tom to know she’s okay. I want you to feel like you can be yourself, too.” He spoke quietly, the words heavy with intention. He clasped his hands together, and his fingers interlaced tightly. He let them rest in his lap as the storm continued to fade outside.

Victoria’s expression softened further, the tautness around her eyes loosening as a flicker of vulnerability passed through them. She unfolded her legs. She first slid her right foot down from the edge of the couch, planting it carefully on the carpet, then drew her left leg out from beneath her. Her knees came together as she straightened her back. Her vertebrae stacked one by one, and her shoulders rolled back with a quiet, almost unconscious effort to compose herself. She settled her hands in her lap. Her fingers interlaced, and her thumbs rested against each other. The faint movement of her chest, the small rise and fall as she took in a breath, marked the shift in her mood.

“You make it easy to be myself. I never thought I’d have this, a place to belong, people who see me, not just what I can do.” Her voice was steady. However, the words seemed to settle between them, heavy with meaning.

Ethan pushed his palms against the arms of the chair, feeling the worn fabric press into his skin as he lifted himself up. He straightened his legs. He moved around the corner of the heavy oak. His socks brushed over the low pile rug as he crossed the short distance to the couch. He paused for a moment. He looked down at Victoria, then eased himself onto the cushion beside her. The couch shifted. The springs gave a muted creak under his weight. He felt the warmth radiating from her thigh, close but not quite touching his.

He reached out. His hand hovered for an instant above hers, then he let his fingers slip between hers, palm to palm. The skin of her hand was cool at first. Her fingers were slender and strong, but as he curled his hand around hers, their warmth mingled. He squeezed gently, feeling the subtle pressure of her grip in return. Their knuckles pressed together, and the pads of their fingers aligned.

She looked down at their joined hands. Her gaze traced the lines of his skin. Her left thumb lifted. The nail grazed lightly across the ridge of his knuckles, then drew a slow, gentle line from the base of his thumb to the middle of his hand. She repeated the motion. The contact was deliberate and comforting, as if she needed to remind herself that he was real, that this was real.

“Ashley told me something else before she left. She said Tom apologized to her. He said he’d try to understand. That means more than I think either of them realize.” Victoria’s voice was quieter now, the words almost for herself.

Ethan squeezed her hand. His grip tightened for a moment, with his thumb pressing into the soft web between her thumb and forefinger. “He’s a good man. Just scared of losing her. I get it.” He kept his eyes on her, watching the subtle shift in her posture, the way her shoulders dropped a fraction as she exhaled.

Victoria nodded. Her gaze drifted past him to the far wall, unfocused. “Parents always are. I think about mine sometimes. How they’d react if they knew about all this.” She lifted her right hand from his. Her fingers spread as she gestured in a slow arc, encompassing the office around them, the sturdy walls, the heavy curtains drawn against the storm, the piles of books and scattered papers, the house itself. She let her hand fall. The gesture was loose. Then she returned it to her lap, fingers brushing against his as she settled. “It used to scare me. Now… not so much.” Her voice was steadier now. There was a quiet conviction underneath the words.

He watched her, letting his gaze linger on the gentle slope of her shoulders, the way her collarbone caught the diffuse light from the window. Her posture was relaxed, but there was a coiled strength in the way she sat. Her back was straight, and her hands remained still in her lap. He took in the curve of her neck, the faint shadow at her throat, the soft lines at the corners of her eyes that deepened when she smiled. She held herself with a quiet, unyielding strength. He felt a surge of affection for her, fierce and uncomplicated.

“You’re not alone anymore. None of us are.” His voice was low, the words for her alone.

She smiled. Her lips curved upward, and the tension in her face eased. Her eyes brightened. The vulnerability was replaced by something warmer, more certain. “No, we’re not.” The words were simple. However, they carried the weight of everything they’d been through.

He lifted his right hand, the backs of his fingers brushing against her cheek. A single strand of her hair had come loose from behind her ear, and he caught it between his thumb and forefinger, sliding it gently back, tucking it behind the curve of her ear. His skin brushed the soft skin at her temple, and he let his hand linger for a moment, feeling the warmth there.

The moment stretched out, the air between them charged and quiet. The storm outside had battered the windows and rattled the panes for hours. It seemed to recede, the sound of rain and wind fading into the background. All he could focus on was the closeness of her. He noticed the steady rhythm of her breathing and the way her eyes searched his.

He leaned in. His face moved closer to hers, his nose nearly brushing her cheek. He paused, searching her eyes for any hesitation. He then pressed his lips softly to hers. The contact was gentle at first, a light pressure. His mouth fit against hers. Victoria met him halfway. Her head tilted, and her lips parted slightly as she kissed him back. Her fingers tightened around his, the grip firm and sure.

They lingered like that. Their lips moved together in slow, unhurried rhythm. He could feel the heat of her breath against his skin. Her chest was rising and falling in time with his own. Her free hand shifted, sliding up along his forearm. Her palm skimmed the fine hairs before curling around his wrist. She drew him closer. Their bodies aligned, thighs pressing together along the length of the cushion.

When they parted, Victoria rested her forehead against his. Her hair brushed his temple. Her breath mingled with his, the warmth of it ghosting across his lips. She kept her eyes closed for a moment, savoring the nearness. Then she opened them. Her gaze was soft and unguarded.

“I’m proud of you,” she whispered, her voice barely more than a breath. “For talking to Tom. For loving Ashley enough to fight for her. For loving all of us.”

Ethan closed his eyes, letting the words settle inside him. He inhaled, feeling the air fill his lungs. He then exhaled slowly, and his shoulders loosened. “It’s easy to love you.” The words were quiet. However, there was nothing uncertain in them.

She kissed him again. Her lips pressed to his in a slow, lingering caress. Her hands slid up from his wrist, fingers tracing the line of his jaw. Her thumbs stroked the rough stubble at his chin. She cupped his face, holding him in place as she deepened the kiss. Her palms were warm and steady. He answered her. His own hands moved to her waist, fingers spreading across the fabric of her shirt, feeling the heat of her body beneath.

He pulled her closer, the space between them disappearing. He could feel the steady beat of her heart beneath his palm. The rhythm matched his own. Her body pressed against his. Her breasts were soft against his chest, and her breath was coming faster as the kiss lingered. She shifted. Her knees brushed his thigh, and the movement drew them even closer.

After a while, Victoria pulled back. Her hands slid down from his face to rest on his shoulders. She smiled. Her lips curved in a way that was both soft and content, and the corners of her eyes crinkled. She let her hands linger for a moment, her fingers squeezing gently. Then she released him.

“I should check on Jess and Claire. They’re probably still in the kitchen, raiding the emergency snacks.” She glanced toward the door, then back at him. Her smile widened.

Ethan chuckled. The sound rumbled in his chest. The tension that had coiled in him all day finally began to ease. His muscles relaxed. “Tell them I’ll be down in a bit.” He squeezed her hand one last time, then let go, watching as she stood.

She pushed herself up from the couch. Her hands braced on the cushion as she rose. She smoothed her shirt, tugging the hem down over her hips, then ran her fingers through her hair, tucking a stray lock behind her ear. She paused at the doorway. Her hand rested on the frame.

“Take your time. You’ve earned it.” She looked back at him. Her eyes lingered on him for a moment before she turned and stepped out of the office, pulling the door closed behind her with a soft click.

He watched her go, the memory of her touch lingering on his skin. The office felt quieter now. The air was still, and the storm’s rage was finally spent. He turned toward the window. He walked across the rug, his feet sinking into the fibers with each step. He reached out, resting his palm against the cold glass, watching as the rain eased to a gentle drizzle. Droplets clung to the pane, catching the thin light as the sky brightened at the edges. The storm clouds were thinning.

He let himself breathe, really breathe, for what felt like the first time all day. He drew in a slow breath, feeling his chest expand. He then released it, and he felt the tension leaving his body in waves. The house was safe. The people he loved were safe. The hard conversations, the confessions and reconciliations, were behind him.


Chapter 15

The next morning, sunlight poured across Ethan’s pillow, warm and bright. It woke him before his alarm. It crept in through the thin gap between the curtains and spread across the sheets. A sharp line of gold crawled up his chest and over his face. He shifted and squinted against the brightness. For a moment, he lay still, his head pressed into the pillow. He listened for the familiar sounds of rain and wind that had battered the house for days, expecting the rattling of windowpanes or the distant rumble of thunder. Instead, the house was silent except for the distant clatter of a bird outside. The sound was faint and irregular as it tapped against the morning quiet.

He pushed himself up and propped his elbows against the mattress. He blinked at the window. The glass was still streaked with old raindrops, but behind it, the sky was a clear, endless blue. The blue was so sharp that it made his eyes water. He rubbed his eyes with the heel of his hand, then let his gaze linger on the sky, taking in the way the early sun painted the clouds with a pale gold. The storm was gone. There was no sign of the heavy, gray masses that had hung over the house for days.

He swung his legs over the edge of the bed. He felt the cool wood floor against his bare feet. He stretched his arms up, fingers lacing together above his head. His back arched, and his muscles pulled tight. His shoulders ached with a dull soreness left over from hauling boards and moving furniture the day before. He rolled his shoulders forward, then back, feeling the muscles loosen a little with each movement.

Claire was still asleep. Her body was curled on her side, and her blonde hair fanned across the pillow in a tangled halo. One arm was thrown over the blankets. Her hand rested just above her knee, fingers slightly curled. The sheets had slipped down, exposing the pale curve of her shoulder and the top of her back. Her breathing was slow and even. Her lips were parted, and her eyelashes were dark against her skin. Ethan leaned over, careful not to disturb her. He brushed a gentle kiss to her forehead. He felt the warmth of her skin against his lips, and she stirred just slightly. Her brow twitched, but her eyes stayed closed.

He straightened, moving quietly as he stepped away from the bed. He picked up his shirt from the chair by the door, pulling it over his head in one fluid motion. He padded out of the room and eased the door shut behind him with a soft click.

Downstairs, the air felt different. The house felt fresh and new. The storm had washed the air clean. He walked barefoot across the kitchen tiles, feeling the coolness seep into his feet. Jess was already in the kitchen. Her black hair was pulled into a messy bun, and several strands escaped to frame her face. She wore a faded tank top and loose pajama pants. A mug was clutched in both hands as she leaned against the counter. Her eyelids drooped. She looked up as Ethan entered, offering a tired smile that pulled at one corner of her mouth.

“Morning,” she said, voice scratchy with sleep. She took a sip from her mug. Her eyes closed for a second as she swallowed. “Feels weird not hearing the wind.”

Ethan nodded, glancing out the back window. He stepped closer, resting his hand on the edge of the sink as he peered out. The backyard was a patchwork of puddles and churned-up dirt. In places, the grass was flattened and streaked with mud. The sun glinted off every surface, making the world look almost celebratory. “It’s like the storm never happened,” he said quietly. He watched a bird hop across a patch of wet grass, its feathers slicked to its body.

Jess sipped her coffee, turning to set the mug down on the counter. “Except for the mess outside.” She ran her fingers through her hair, catching on a knot and pulling it free with a wince.

He grinned, pushing away from the counter. “Yeah, that’s going to take a while.” He reached up to open one of the kitchen windows, pushing the sash up until it stuck. Fresh air drifted in, cool and damp, carrying the scent of wet earth.

Victoria appeared in the hallway. She was already dressed in old jeans and a faded T-shirt. Her brown hair was pulled back in a ponytail that hung between her shoulder blades. She paused in the doorway, one hand braced against the frame. She looked from Jess to Ethan. “I thought I heard someone up,” she said. She stepped into the kitchen. “I’m ready to start cleaning up as soon as we get some food in us.” She rolled her shoulders. Then she reached for a glass from the cabinet, filling it at the tap and taking a long drink.

Ethan glanced at the clock on the wall. The second hand was ticking steadily forward. “Let’s get Claire and see if she wants to help. The sooner we start, the sooner we’re done.” He grabbed a loaf of bread from the counter and set it next to the toaster, pulling out four slices and sliding them into the slots.

Jess groaned. She nodded. “If I don’t move, I’ll fall asleep on my feet.” She pushed herself upright, stretching her arms overhead until her back popped. She then shuffled toward the fridge to pull out eggs and a carton of milk.

They moved through the house, opening doors and windows to let in the fresh air. Ethan opened the front door and propped it with a shoe, letting the cross-breeze sweep through the entryway. Jess unlocked the back door and pushed it open. The hinges creaked before settling against the wall. Victoria moved from room to room, sliding up windows and pulling back curtains. Sunlight flooded the house in wide stripes.

Claire emerged from the bedroom, blinking in the brightness. Her oversized shirt slipped off one shoulder to reveal a thin strap and a line of pale skin. She stopped in the hallway. A hand was raised to shield her eyes as she squinted at the living room. “It’s so nice out,” she said. Her voice was still thick with sleep. She shuffled forward. Her bare feet scuffed against the floor. “I almost forgot what the sun looked like.” She tugged the shirt back up. Her fingers brushed along her collarbone.

“Breakfast first,” Ethan said, “then we tackle the yard.” He pulled a pan from the cabinet and set it on the stove, clicking the burner to life. Jess cracked eggs into a bowl, whisking them with a fork. Her movements were quick and practiced. Victoria set the table. She laid out mismatched plates and stacked forks beside them.

They gathered in the kitchen, making quick work of eggs and toast. Ethan slid the eggs into the pan. He stirred them with a spatula until they set, then divided them between plates. Jess buttered the toast, stacking slices on a plate and passing it around. Victoria poured coffee into mugs, and steam curled up in thin ribbons. They sat around the table, shoulders brushing, and shared stories of the night before: the creaks in the walls, the way the wind had howled, the odd sense of peace that had settled once everyone was together. Claire picked at her eggs. She laughed as Jess mimed the way the house had groaned under the wind. Victoria leaned back, wrapping her hands around her mug, her eyes half-closed.

Macy wandered in. Her tail was wagging. Ethan scratched her behind the ears, fingers digging into the thick fur at the base of her skull. The dog pressed her head into his knee, eyes half-lidded, and let out a quiet huff. Ethan was grateful she’d weathered the storm with only mild confusion. Macy circled the table, nosing at Victoria’s leg. Then she flopped down on the rug with a sigh.

After breakfast, they pulled on old clothes and boots. They gathered gloves and trash bags. Ethan knelt by the back door, tying the laces on his work boots, double-knotting them for good measure. Jess pulled on a pair of battered sneakers, stuffing her hair under a baseball cap. Victoria shrugged into a faded jacket and checked the pockets for gloves. Claire rolled up the sleeves of her shirt and tucked her hair behind her ears.

The front yard was a mess of branches, leaves, and scattered debris. The grass was matted down in places. Puddles filled the dips in the ground. The air was cool and crisp. The scent of wet earth rose as they stepped outside. Ethan slid his gloves on. He flexed his fingers to work them into the seams, then grabbed a trash bag and started toward the curb.

The neighborhood was already alive with movement. Down the street, David was hauling branches to the curb. His sleeves were rolled up, and sweat was darkening his shirt. He bent to pick up a thick limb. He grunted as he hefted it onto a growing pile. Across the way, a couple picked up shingles from their lawn. They stacked them beside the porch steps. The woman paused to wave at Ethan as he stepped into the sunlight. Her hand rose in a quick arc before she bent to gather another handful.

Ethan surveyed his own yard. His eyes moved over the broken branches and scattered trash. He turned to the girls, planting his hands on his hips. “Let’s start with the big stuff. Jess, can you help me with the boards on the windows? Claire, you and Victoria start gathering branches and trash. We’ll meet in the backyard when we’re done.” He jerked his chin toward the side of the house. The plywood still covered the lower windows.

They set to work, the rhythm of the morning quickly taking over. Ethan and Jess moved from window to window, prying off the plywood he’d nailed up before the storm. Ethan wedged the flat end of a crowbar under the edge of the first board, bracing his foot against the siding. He leaned his weight into it, feeling the nails groan as they pulled free. Jess steadied the board with both hands. Her fingers curled around the rough edges. When the board popped loose, she hefted it away from the window. She was careful not to bump the glass. Ethan pulled the nails out with the back of the hammer, dropping them into a coffee can he’d set on the porch.

They stacked the boards neatly by the garage, arranging them in a pile. Jess brushed splinters from her palms after each trip. She ran her thumb along a jagged edge, checking for slivers. Afterward, she wiped her hands on her jeans.

“Not a single window cracked,” she said, relief in her voice. She traced a line along the glass, following the streaks of rain.

Ethan nodded. “All that work paid off.” He ran his hand down the length of the frame, checking for chips or loose caulk. After that, he stepped back to survey the house.

They circled the house, removing boards from the old house next door as well. Ethan set the ladder against the wall, climbing up to reach the higher windows. He balanced the crowbar in one hand, prying at the top edge until the wood shifted. Jess watched from below. Her arms were crossed as she prepared to catch any boards that slipped. The siding was streaked with mud, and brown lines ran down from the roof, but the structure was untouched. Ethan felt a surge of pride; he’d built the new house to withstand storms like this, and it had held.

Claire and Victoria were already piling branches and leaves at the curb. Their laughter drifted on the breeze. Claire’s hair shone gold in the sunlight. Strands stuck to her forehead as she bent to pick up a thick limb. She dragged it across the grass, dropping it onto the pile with a grunt. Victoria knelt in the mud. She gathered handfuls of wet leaves and stuffed them into a trash bag. Her cheeks were flushed with effort. Hair escaped her ponytail and stuck to her neck. They worked quickly, tossing broken limbs and bits of trash into bags, pausing every so often to wipe sweat from their brows. Victoria straightened and brushed dirt from her knees. She then grinned at Claire, who laughed and flung a handful of leaves into the air before bending for another branch.

Ethan joined them, grabbing a rake from where it leaned against the porch rail and stepping onto the soft, damp earth. He pressed the tines into the flower bed. The metal bit through a layer of wet leaves and shredded petals. He dragged the rake toward himself, pulling debris into a loose pile at his feet. Each time he lifted the rake, clumps of mud and tangled stems clung between the tines, so he shook them free with a quick flick of his wrist. He shifted his grip, and his knuckles whitened. He stooped to pick up a clump of sodden mulch, tossing it into the waiting yard waste bag beside him.

Macy darted past. Her body was low to the ground, and her nose was pressed to the earth. Her tail wagged in tight, frantic circles as she tracked a stick that had wedged itself beneath the low branches of a shrub. She pawed at the ground, and her claws scraped against the surface. Then she lunged, teeth closing around the wood. The stick resisted, stubborn against the tangle of roots and mud. She yanked, her muscles straining beneath her mottled fur. Finally, she tore it free, stumbling backward in a spray of dirt. She pranced away, stick held high, only to drop it and chase after it again as it rolled across the uneven grass.

Ethan worked steadily. His shoulders burned as he raked the last of the petals into a heap. He bent, scooping them up with both hands. His fingers sank into the cold, wet mass. He dumped the mess into the bag, then straightened. He stretched his back. Jess was at the far end of the bed. Her gloved hands were digging into the soil to pull out half-buried bits of trash and broken twigs. Claire moved between them, picking up stray leaves and tossing them into the bag with quick, efficient motions.

The work was hard. Mud clung to their boots, and sweat gathered at their temples despite the cool air. They felt the warmth of the sweat on their skin, but the mood stayed light. They exchanged tired, relieved smiles, the tension of the storm replaced by a sense of accomplishment. Each finished section of garden felt like a small victory.

When the front yard was finally clear, they gathered their tools. Ethan wiped his forehead on the back of his arm. He then followed Jess down the side path to the backyard. Victoria trailed behind, carrying a stack of empty trash bags pressed to her chest. The backyard was less chaotic, but the wind had scattered a few boards and torn-open bags of cement across the grass. Ethan and Jess moved to the fence, where a pile of lumber had shifted. Ethan crouched. His fingers closed around the end of a two-by-six. He lifted, feeling the weight in his arms. He then dragged it across the grass, the rough wood scraping against his palms. Jess grabbed the other end, and together they maneuvered it into place. They stacked it neatly on top of the others.

They repeated the process, working in silence. Ethan bent to pick up a bag of cement, the plastic slick with condensation. He hefted it, and he was careful not to tear the thin packaging. Then, he carried it to the growing pile. Jess wiped her hands on her jeans. Then she helped him line up the bags so they wouldn’t tip over. Victoria gathered stray lengths of rebar, laying them parallel beside the boards. They stepped back and surveyed their work. Then they nodded in satisfaction.

Near the back steps, the sandbags they’d stacked days before were still in place. Water had pooled in a shallow depression. The mud was shining in the sunlight, but the threshold was dry. Ethan knelt. His fingers dug into the rough canvas of the first sandbag. He grunted. He hoisted it against his hip, then staggered toward the curb. Victoria followed. She had her arms wrapped around two smaller bags. They set the sandbags in a straight line along the edge of the street, spacing them evenly for the city workers to collect. Ethan wiped his hands together, dusting off the grit.

As Ethan and Victoria finished, David approached from the sidewalk. He held a chainsaw dangling from one hand. His shirt was stained with sweat and dirt, and his hair stuck to his forehead. He nodded at Ethan. A tired smile pulled at his mouth. “Got a tree down across the street. You want to give me a hand?”

Ethan glanced over his shoulder at the girls. Claire stood with her hands on her hips, watching them. Jess was picking up stray trash, and Victoria leaned against the porch rail. She was catching her breath. “You all good here?” he called.

Claire flashed him a playful smile, waving him off with a flick of her wrist. “Go. We’ll finish up.”

Ethan nodded. Then he crossed the street beside David. The fallen oak lay sprawled across the road. Its branches were tangled, and leaves were scattered in a wide arc. David set the chainsaw on the ground and knelt to clear away the smaller limbs, tossing them into a growing pile. Ethan joined him, grabbing a thick branch in both hands and dragging it to the curb. Another neighbor appeared. He was a man in a faded ball cap, and he began helping, rolling logs out of the way.

David pulled the starter cord on the chainsaw. The engine sputtered. Then it roared to life. He braced his foot against the trunk, guiding the blade into the wood. Sawdust sprayed in tight bursts as he cut the trunk into sections. Ethan watched. Then he crouched to grip a freshly cut log, his fingers digging into the rough bark. He rolled it across the pavement. Sweat trickled down his neck. The other neighbor joined him. Together, they stacked the logs in a neat pile beside the curb.

David wiped his brow with the back of his hand, leaving a streak of dirt across his forehead. He glanced at Ethan. His eyes crinkled. “Glad it wasn’t worse,” he said. “I kept waiting for something to go wrong, but we got lucky.”

Ethan nodded. He straightened and stretched his back. “We did. Houses are fine, everyone’s safe.”

David grinned. His teeth flashed. “You’re a good neighbor, Ethan. Thanks for the help yesterday.”

Ethan shrugged, reaching for another branch. “You’d do the same.”

They worked in tandem until the street was clear. David shut off the chainsaw and set it down. Then he clapped Ethan on the shoulder. They exchanged a nod. Then, they headed back to their own yards.

Ethan crossed the lawn. His boots squelched in the damp grass. Jess and Victoria stood on the front steps, brooms in hand, sweeping a layer of mud and leaves off each tread. Jess leaned into her broom, pushing debris aside with short, forceful strokes. Victoria bent to gather the pile of leaves at the bottom, scooping them into a trash bag. Claire was at the curb, tying off the last of the garbage bags. Her fingers worked the knot tight before she dragged the bag to the pile.

The sun was high overhead now, the sky a clear blue. Heat radiated off the porch boards, warming Ethan’s back as he climbed the steps. The four of them gathered on the porch, dropping onto the steps with heavy sighs. Jess let her broom fall to the side, slumping forward to rest her elbows on her knees. Victoria leaned back. Her eyes were closed, and her face was tipped toward the sun. Claire slid down next to Ethan. Her thigh pressed lightly against his.

Macy bounded up. Her tongue was lolling as she flopped at their feet. She rolled onto her side, her tail thumping against the boards. Then she stretched out, her paws splayed, feeling content.

Ethan stretched, rolling his shoulders, feeling the ache in every muscle. “I don’t know about you, but my muscles are killing me,” he said, rubbing the back of his neck.

Jess groaned, arching her back and pressing a hand to her lower spine. “I feel like I’ve been hit by a truck.”

Victoria pushed her hair off her forehead. She let the sunlight warm her skin. “We should have a reward for all this work.”

Claire perked up, her eyes blue. “The sauna! We haven’t tried it yet. This is the perfect excuse.”

Ethan grinned. The idea hit him like a jolt of energy. “Best idea I’ve heard all day.”

Jess shook her head. A lazy smile curved her lips. “You two go ahead. I’m going to collapse on the couch and not move for at least an hour.”

Victoria nodded. Her eyelids were drooping. “Same. I’m exhausted. Maybe I’ll join you later, but right now, I need a nap. I feel tired and could use some rest.”

Claire turned to Ethan. Excitement radiated from her. “Come on. Let’s go get changed.”

Ethan stood, feeling the heaviness in his arms and legs, but the thought of the sauna’s heat was enough to get him moving. He looked at Jess and Victoria. “You sure you don’t want to join us?”

Jess waved him off. Her hand flopped limply. “Go. I’ll live vicariously through you.”

Victoria smiled, settling deeper into the step. “If I don’t fall asleep, I’ll come find you.”

Ethan and Claire stepped inside. They left the others sprawled across the porch. The house was cool. Sunlight slanted through the open windows, and dust motes swirled in the beams. Claire bounded up the stairs. Her bare feet thudded on each tread as she disappeared into her room. Ethan walked to his bedroom, pulling open his dresser drawers. He dug through a pile of shirts, searching for his swim trunks. He then tugged them free and tossed them onto the bed. He stripped off his work clothes, dropping them in a heap. He then pulled on the trunks, the fabric clinging to his damp skin.


Chapter 16

The afternoon sun hung high. It was bright and sharp against the freshly washed world outside. Its light cut hard lines across the patio stones, glinting off puddles left by the storm. The last traces of the storm had vanished, leaving the air cool and crisp. The backyard was still muddy. Patches of earth glistened. Water pooled in the low spots, and the grass along the fence was pressed flat and dark. Ethan stepped out onto the back patio, a towel slung over his shoulder and a pair of swim trunks clinging damply to his hips. The fabric was cold and heavy against his skin, sticking to the creases of his thighs. He paused for a moment, letting the towel slip from his shoulder to his hand. He took in the sight of the unfinished yard, the churned dirt, the scattered construction supplies, and the faint outlines of where the pool and grass would eventually go. A bag of cement leaned against the fence. Its paper was wrinkled and stained. Two-by-fours were stacked near the far corner, their ends muddy, with a blue tarp thrown over the pile. It all felt distant now. It felt unimportant compared to the quiet contentment that had settled over the house since the storm.

He shifted his weight and made his way toward the small cedar structure at the edge of the yard, the sauna, newly finished and waiting to be used for the first time. He felt the cool stone under his bare feet. He’d spent months planning it, making sure the benches were wide enough, the heater strong enough, the walls thick enough to hold in the heat. Now, with the turmoil of the last few days behind him, it felt like the perfect time to finally enjoy it.

The path to the sauna was still rough. The stepping stones were half-sunk into the mud. Ethan stepped carefully. He placed his heel first, then rolled his foot forward so he wouldn’t slip. The towel in his hand swung against his thigh as he walked. He reached the cedar structure and stopped in front of the door, running his hand over the wood. The grain was smooth beneath his palm. The boards joined tight and even. He pressed his fingers to the brass handle, feeling the metal already warm from the sun.

He glanced back at the house. Claire appeared on the patio. Her blonde hair was pulled into a loose ponytail, and a pink towel was draped over her arm. She wore a tiny, sky-blue bikini that showed off her sun-kissed skin and the faint lines where her tan had faded after the long winter. The triangles of fabric barely covered her breasts. The strings were tied in neat bows at her neck and back. Her hips were bare above the thin strip of the bikini bottoms, the curve of her waist highlighted by the sunlight. Her eyes were bright. Her smile was wide and genuine.

“Wait for me!” she called, hurrying across the dirt, careful to avoid the worst of the mud.

She picked her way across the yard, stepping from stone to stone. Her toes curled as she balanced on the uneven surfaces. The mud sucked at her feet when she missed a stone. It left dark streaks on her skin. The towel slipped a little from her arm, and she caught it with her fingers, clutching it tighter. Her ponytail bounced against her neck as she moved.

Ethan grinned, holding the door open for her. He braced his shoulder against the frame. He pulled the door wide so she could pass. “Wouldn’t dream of starting without you.”

She reached him, pausing just outside the door. She brushed a strand of hair behind her ear. Her eyes glanced up to meet his. She smiled, then stepped past him into the sauna. Her bare feet barely made a sound on the cedar floor. The air inside was already thick and steamy, the wood fragrant and warm. Ethan had preheated the sauna earlier, and now the heat pressed in on them, soothing and heavy, a cocoon against the world outside.

Claire set her towel on the bench and looked around. Her eyes were wide with delight. She ran her hand along the top of the bench, feeling the smoothness of the wood. Then she glanced up at the heater in the corner, the rocks piled high and already shimmering with heat. “It’s perfect,” she breathed. “I haven’t been in a sauna in forever.”

Ethan stepped inside, closing the door behind them. The latch clicked into place, sealing in the warmth. He rested his back against the door for a moment, letting the heat wash over him. Beads of sweat began to form on his chest and arms almost immediately. He watched as Claire untied her bikini top. Her fingers worked at the knot behind her neck. She tugged the strings loose. Then she reached behind her back to undo the second knot. The fabric fell away, sliding down her arms and landing on the bench with a soft thud. Her breasts were exposed, soft and perky. The nipples were already tight from the heat. She shimmied out of her bottoms, hooking her thumbs under the waistband and pushing the fabric down over her hips. She bent at the waist, peeling the bikini down her thighs, then stepped out of it one foot at a time. Her skin glistened with a thin sheen of sweat. She tossed the bottoms onto her towel, then wrapped the towel around her waist. She tucked the edge in tight so it wouldn’t slip. The towel hung low on her hips, leaving her upper body bare and glistening in the humid air.

Ethan followed suit. He hooked his thumbs into the waistband of his swim trunks and pushed them down over his hips. The damp fabric clung to his skin. He bent forward, working the trunks down past his thighs. He then stepped out of them, one foot at a time. He shook the trunks out and draped them over the edge of the lower bench. He grabbed his own towel, snapping it open and wrapping it low around his hips. The terrycloth felt rough against his skin. He tucked the edge in. He made sure it stayed put. For a moment, they just stood there, naked but for the towels. The heat was already loosening the knots in Ethan’s shoulders.

Claire settled onto the lower bench, patting the space beside her. She perched on the edge. Her legs were slightly apart, and her feet were flat on the cedar slats. The towel bunched around her waist. The ends draped over her thighs. Her breasts rose and fell with each breath. Sweat started to bead along her collarbones and between her breasts. “Come on. Let’s just relax for a bit.”

He sat beside her, lowering himself slowly onto the bench. The wood was hot against his skin. The heat radiated up through the towel and into his thighs and buttocks. He shifted, spreading his legs a little to let the heat reach all the way up between them. He let out a long, slow breath, feeling the tension melt away. He leaned back, resting his arms along the bench behind him. His fingers splayed out on the wood. The only sounds were the soft hiss of the heater and the gentle rustle of towels as they shifted to get comfortable.

Claire stretched her legs out in front of her, crossing her ankles. She leaned back, propping herself up on her hands. Her head tilted back, exposing the long line of her throat. She reached up, gathering her ponytail in one hand and lifting it off her neck, letting the air touch her damp skin. She let her hair fall again. Then she wiped her forehead with the back of her hand.

Ethan watched her. His eyes traced the curves of her body. The heat brought out the flush in her cheeks. A deep pink spread across her chest and up her neck. He shifted again, adjusting the towel around his waist. He could feel the sweat gathering at the small of his back. He flexed his toes, pressing them into the wood. Then he relaxed his feet, letting them splay out to the sides.

Claire reached for the ladle on the shelf beside the heater. She dipped it into the bucket of water. Her fingers remained steady on the handle. Lifting the ladle, she poured a slow stream of water over the hot rocks. Steam billowed up, thickening the air and making it harder to breathe. The heat intensified, pressing down on Ethan’s chest and shoulders. Sweat ran in rivulets down his chest, pooling in the hollow between his pecs and dripping onto his stomach.

Claire set the ladle back on the shelf and leaned forward, resting her elbows on her knees. Her breasts hung free. The nipples were pink and swollen, glistening with sweat. She cupped her hands together, catching the sweat that ran down her arms. Then she wiped her palms on her thighs. She looked over at Ethan. Her lips were parted, and her breathing was slow and deep.

Ethan reached up, running his fingers along the edge of the bench behind her. He traced the grain of the wood, feeling the warmth seep into his fingertips. He shifted his weight, turning his body slightly toward her. The towel slipped a little lower on his hips, exposing the base of his cock. It was already starting to swell from the heat and the sight of her naked body beside him.

Claire noticed. Her eyes dropped to his lap. She smiled. Then she reached over, placing her hand on his thigh just above the towel. Her fingers were hot and slick with sweat. She traced small circles on his skin. Her nails barely grazed the surface. She slid her hand higher, pressing her palm flat against his thigh. She felt the muscles tense beneath her touch.

Ethan’s breath caught in his throat. He let his legs fall open a little wider, inviting her touch. He kept his hands on the bench behind him, gripping the wood as her hand moved closer to his cock. She slipped her fingers under the edge of the towel, brushing against the base of his shaft. He felt himself harden instantly. The blood rushed to his cock, making it throb against the rough terrycloth.

Claire leaned in, her lips close to his ear. She didn’t speak, just let her breath wash over his skin, hot and damp. She slid her hand deeper under the towel, wrapping her fingers around his cock. She squeezed gently. Her thumb stroked along the underside, feeling the pulse of blood through the thick vein. She tugged the towel aside, exposing his cock fully. The head was flushed dark and slick with sweat.

Ethan groaned. His hips lifted off the bench. He let go of the bench and reached for her. His hand found her waist, then slid up to cup her breast. He brushed his thumb over her nipple, feeling it pebble even harder under his touch. He leaned in, pressing his lips to her neck, tasting the salt of her sweat on his tongue.

Claire gasped. Her hand tightened around his cock. She stroked him slowly, her grip firm and sure. She shifted on the bench, spreading her knees wider and letting the towel fall open around her waist. Her pussy was bare, the lips slick and swollen from the heat. She reached down with her free hand, parting her labia and rubbing her clit with quick strokes.

Ethan watched, mesmerized by the sight of her fingers moving between her legs. He stroked her breast, pinching her nipple between his fingers, rolling it until she moaned. He thrust his hips into her hand, his cock sliding through her slick grip. The head bumped against her palm with each stroke.

Claire leaned back, arching her back and pushing her chest toward him. She rubbed her clit faster. Her breath came in short, sharp gasps. Her hand on his cock moved faster. Her grip tightened as she brought him closer to the edge. Sweat poured off both of them, pooling on the bench and running down their bodies.

Ethan slid his hand down her stomach, tracing the line of her abs. He then slipped his fingers between her legs. He found her clit. He rubbed it in tight circles, matching the rhythm of her own hand. She cried out. Her hips bucked against his fingers, and her pussy clenched around nothing.

He leaned in and kissed her hard. Their tongues tangled. She stroked his cock faster, her grip relentless. He felt his orgasm building. The pressure was mounting in his balls, and his cock throbbed in her hand.

Claire broke the kiss. Her eyes were locked on his. “Cum for me,” she whispered. Her voice was ragged.

Ethan groaned. His whole body tensed. He thrust into her hand. His cock pulsed as he came, thick ropes of cum spilling over her fingers and onto his stomach. Claire watched. Her eyes were wide as her own orgasm built while she rubbed her clit harder.

She cried out. Her body shook as she came, her pussy spasming around her fingers. She collapsed against him, her head on his shoulder. Both of them were breathing hard in the thick, steamy air.

They sat together on the bench. Their bodies were tangled, and sweat and cum mingled on their skin. The heat of the sauna pressed in around them, holding them close.

Claire leaned back, pressing her bare shoulders against the warm cedar paneling. The heat radiated into her skin, prickling along her spine and arms. She let her head tip back, exposing her neck. She then closed her eyes. Her lips parted. “God, this feels amazing. I forgot how good it is to just… do nothing.” As she spoke, her chest rose and fell, each breath a little deeper than the last. The soft light caught the sheen of sweat beginning to form along her collarbones and the upper curves of her breasts.

Ethan nodded, shifting his weight on the wooden bench. He let his own head fall back, the base of his skull thumping gently against the wall. He exhaled, feeling the tension in his neck and shoulders begin to melt. He felt a sense of relief wash over him. “We’ve earned it,” he said, his tone calm and relaxed.

They sat in silence. The minutes stretched, the air thick and heavy with warmth. Ethan rolled his shoulders one at a time, feeling each muscle loosen under the sauna’s steady heat. The aches from hauling debris and scrubbing floors that morning slowly faded. He flexed his fingers, stretching them out on his thighs, then let his hands relax, palms up. Sweat gathered along his sternum and ran in thin rivulets down his chest, pooling in the shallow dip of his abdomen.

Claire’s breathing slowed. Her ribcage expanded with each inhale. Her breasts rose, and her nipples tightened in the heat. She let her arms fall to her sides. Her palms rested open on the bench, fingers splayed. Beads of sweat gathered at her temples, tracing lines down her face and neck. Her hair clung in dark strands to her cheeks and the nape of her neck. It was damp from the steam. The gentle rhythm of her breaths filled the space between them. Her body settled into the bench, muscles slack.

After a few minutes, a soft knock sounded at the door. The noise was tentative, barely more than a tap. Ethan blinked. He was coming back to himself as he turned his head. He opened his eyes. His vision was momentarily blurred by the heat. He looked over at the door, watching as the handle turned slowly.

The door eased open a few inches. Ashley’s face appeared in the gap. Her cheeks flushed deep pink, and her hazel eyes were wide and uncertain. She hesitated, scanning the room. A few loose strands curled against her forehead. Her skin glowed from the heat she’d already absorbed outside the sauna.

“Oh!” She blurted. Her eyes darted away as soon as she realized Ethan and Claire were both topless. She kept her gaze averted, staring intently at the floor just inside the doorway. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt. I just wanted to see if, uh… if Ethan had a minute to talk later.” Her voice was thin and nervous. It was so quiet that it was almost inaudible.

Claire smiled. Her mouth curved warmly as she lifted one hand in a welcoming gesture. She leaned forward and waved Ashley in. Her breasts shifted with the movement. “You can join us if you want. There’s plenty of room.” Her tone was gentle. Her eyes shone with amusement.

Ashley hesitated in the doorway. Her cheeks darkened to an even deeper shade of pink. She clutched the edge of the towel tighter around her body, her knuckles white. “I… I don’t want to intrude.” Her feet shifted. Her toes curled against the wooden floor outside the sauna.

Ethan shook his head. His expression softened. He sat up a little straighter. His forearms were braced on his thighs, and he spoke gently. “You’re not intruding, Ashley. Come on in. The heat’s perfect.” He gestured with one hand, palm up, inviting her inside.

Ashley lingered. Her eyes glanced from Ethan to Claire and back again. Her breathing quickened. Her chest rose and fell beneath the towel. After a moment, she nodded. The movement was almost imperceptible. “Maybe… okay. Just give me a second.” Her voice was barely audible.

She stepped back. She pulled the door closed behind her with a careful click. The sound was muffled by the thick wood. Immediately, the air in the sauna seemed to grow heavier. The heat pressed in around Ethan and Claire again.

Claire turned to Ethan. Her lips twisted into a teasing smile. She nudged his thigh with her knee, her skin slick against his. “I think you scared her,” she murmured, her tone playful.

Ethan let out a soft laugh, shaking his head. He reached up to wipe a bead of sweat from his brow. His fingers left a faint trail across his skin. “I think it was you being topless that did it,” he said, glancing down at Claire’s bare torso. Her breasts were flushed from the heat. Her nipples were hard and dark against her pale skin.

Claire stuck out her tongue, the tip barely visible between her teeth. She leaned into Ethan, her shoulder pressing against his. She let her head rest on his shoulder. Her damp hair brushed his neck. “She’ll come around,” she said. Her voice was muffled against his skin.

They sat together. Their bodies were pressed close. Claire’s arm slid behind Ethan’s back. Her fingers traced idle patterns along his spine. Ethan let his hand fall to her thigh. His palm rested on the slick skin just above her knee. They stayed like that, quiet and still. They let the heat soak into every inch of their bodies.

A few minutes later, the door opened again. This time, Ashley stepped inside. Her towel was still wrapped tightly around her. She closed the door behind her, turning the handle until it latched with a soft click. She stood just inside, her back pressed to the wood. She let the heat settle over her. Her chest rose and fell quickly, the flush on her cheeks deepening as she took in the scene before her.

Slowly, Ashley reached up. She untucked the edge of her towel. Her fingers trembled slightly as she loosened the thick fabric. Her nails dug into the terrycloth. She hesitated. She glanced once at Ethan and then at Claire. Her eyes darted away just as quickly. Taking a deep breath, she let the towel fall away from her body. It slid down. The bright coral bikini stretched taut across her chest and hips was revealed.

The bikini top was tight. The thin straps were digging into her shoulders. The fabric hugged her large, soft breasts. It lifted and pushed them together. The curve of her cleavage was deep and full, the upper swells of her breasts exposed above the line of the top. Her nipples pressed faintly against the thin material, the outlines visible in the light. Sweat beaded along the valley between her breasts, trickling down to the band of the bikini.

Ashley’s stomach was flat. Her skin was flushed pink from the heat. The bikini bottoms were cut high on her hips. The elastic bit into the soft flesh. The fabric stretched over her mound, the outline of her pussy visible beneath the thin material. Her thighs were thick and smooth, pressed close together as she shifted her weight from foot to foot. She bent down to pick up her towel, folding it in half and draping it over her arm.

Ethan’s heart thudded in his chest. He couldn’t tear his eyes away from Ashley. He’d never seen her in a bikini before, never seen the way her curves filled out the bright fabric. His pulse quickened. Blood rushed to his cock. He shifted on the bench, trying to adjust himself discreetly. His eyes traced the shape of Ashley’s breasts. He noticed the way her nipples strained against the top, the soft curve of her belly, and the swell of her hips where the bikini bottoms hugged her.

Ashley crossed the sauna. Her bare feet walked softly on the wooden slats. She moved to the bench opposite Ethan and Claire, sitting down gingerly. She kept her knees pressed together. Her hands were folded nervously in her lap, fingers twisting in the fabric of her towel. She glanced up. Her eyes met Ethan’s for a brief moment before dropping to the floor.

“Wow,” she said after a moment. Her voice was shaky but sincere. She looked around. Her gaze lingered on the smooth cedar walls, the subtle sheen of sweat on Claire’s bare chest, and the way Ethan’s muscles stood out beneath his skin. “This is… really nice. I can’t believe we have our own sauna now.” Her lips parted. Her tongue darted out to wet them.

Claire grinned. Her eyes were sparkling. She shifted on the bench, sitting up a little straighter. Her breasts swayed with the movement. She rested one hand on her thigh. Her fingers spread wide. “It’s the best. We should make this a regular thing.” Her voice was bright. Her tone was inviting.

Ashley nodded. Her gaze drifted from the walls to the small window set high above the benches. Sunlight filtered through. It cast soft golden rectangles across her bare thighs and the curve of her stomach. She let her shoulders relax. The tension slowly drained from her body as the heat began to work its way in. She unfolded her hands. She let them rest palm-down on her knees, fingers splayed. She leaned back against the wall, her head tipping up. She closed her eyes for a moment as she let the warmth soak into her skin.

Claire watched Ashley settle in. Her eyes lingered on the younger woman’s body. She shifted closer to Ethan. Her thigh pressed firmly against his. Ethan let his gaze travel over both women. His cock twitched as he took in the sight of Claire’s bare breasts and Ashley’s bikini-clad curves. He reached down, adjusting himself through the towel draped over his lap, trying to ease the pressure building in his groin.

Ashley opened her eyes, glancing at Ethan and Claire. She caught Ethan’s gaze and looked away quickly. A shy smile tugged at the corners of her mouth. She drew one knee up, planting her foot on the bench, and let her hand rest on her thigh just below the edge of her bikini bottom. Her skin glistened with sweat. Droplets ran down her chest and stomach, pooling in the crease where her thigh met her hip.

The three of them sat in silence. The heat pressed in from all sides. Claire leaned into Ethan. Her arm draped around his waist. Ashley shifted, drawing her other leg up onto the bench, sitting cross-legged. Her bikini bottoms stretched tighter across her pussy. The fabric rode up between her lips, outlining the soft mound beneath. She adjusted the top, tugging at the straps and pulling the cups higher over her breasts. Her nipples were still visible through the thin fabric.

After a few minutes, Ethan broke the silence. He shifted forward and planted his feet flat on the floor. Then he turned toward Ashley. “Ashley, you said you wanted to talk?”

Ashley’s eyes flicked up to meet his. Then, they darted away almost immediately. She pressed her lips together, then shook her head. A small, embarrassed smile tugged at the corner of her mouth. “I did, but… I think I’d rather talk about it later. I just want to enjoy this for now. If that’s okay.” She drew her knees up a little higher, her toes curling against the wooden slats. She tucked a damp strand of hair behind her ear.

Claire straightened, stretching her arms over her head. Her shoulders rolled back. The motion lifted her breasts and caused the towel around her hips to slip a little lower. The terrycloth bunched around her waist, exposing the curve of her hip and the pale line of her bikini tan. She arched her back, her spine flexing as she did so. Then she let her arms drop to her sides. “I think I need some air,” she said, her voice light. She stood. The towel shifted further down, barely clinging to her hips. She reached down, scooped up her bikini from the bench beside her, and draped it over her forearm. With her free hand, she caught the edge of her towel and wrapped it tightly around her waist, tucking the corner in to secure it. She stepped carefully across the sauna floor, her bare feet left damp prints on the wood. Then she slipped out the door, pulling it closed behind her. A brief rush of cooler air swept in before the door latched and the steam thickened again.

Ethan and Ashley were left alone in the steamy silence. Ashley watched the door close. Her eyes tracked the movement. She let out a slow breath. Her shoulders sagged a little as she exhaled. She glanced sideways at Ethan. Her gaze searched his face. “Sorry if I made things weird.”

Ethan shook his head. He shifted on the bench, turning to face her more fully. “You didn’t. I’m glad you joined us.” His voice was soft. The words hung in the thick air.

Ashley smiled, a little more at ease now. She leaned back, letting her head rest against the wall. Her neck arched so that her throat was exposed. Her eyes drifted closed. Her lashes were dark against her flushed cheeks. “I’ve never really done this before. The sauna thing. It’s nice. I can see why you built it.” She let her arms fall to her sides. Her fingers were splayed on the bench, and her palms were open to the heat.

Ethan nodded, watching her. He studied the way her chest rose and fell. The bikini clung to her breasts, and the outline of her nipples was more pronounced now that the fabric was soaked through. “It’s a good place to just… let everything go.” He let his own head fall back. He felt the wall cool against the damp skin of his neck.

They sat in silence for a few moments, the heat and steam making the world feel smaller, more intimate. Ashley’s breathing slowed. Her chest rose and fell in time with Ethan’s own. Ethan watched the steady movement of her ribcage. He noted the way her stomach expanded with each inhale and then flattened with each exhale. Sweat gathered at the hollow of her throat, trickling down between her breasts, darkening the towel in a narrow line. Her thighs glistened. Droplets rolled down to her knees.


Chapter 17

The sauna’s heat pressed in, thick and soothing. Ethan leaned back on the cedar bench. He pressed his bare shoulders against the wood slats, feeling the heat radiate through his skin and deep into his muscles. Sweat gathered at his temples and slid in slow rivulets down the sides of his face, collecting along his jaw and dripping onto his chest.

Ashley sat across from him. Her knees were drawn up, and her arms were folded loosely around them. Her skin glistened with a sheen of sweat that caught the light, accentuating the curve of her collarbones and the gentle swell of her breasts. Droplets formed along her shoulders and slid down her arms, tracing lines through the fine hairs on her forearms. The coral bikini she wore clung to her curves. The fabric darkened and became nearly translucent in places where it had soaked through. The thin straps pressed into her skin, leaving faint impressions beneath her collarbones and along her hips.

She tucked a strand of damp hair behind her ear. Her fingers trembled just slightly as they brushed the dark, wet locks away from her cheek. The hair stuck to her neck and jaw, and she used her nails to gently pry it loose, tucking it behind her ear with familiar ease. She looked at Ethan. Her shoulders relaxed as she exhaled, and her chest rose and fell with the slow, deliberate rhythm of her breath. “I wanted to say thank you,” she said quietly. Her voice was barely above the low hiss of the sauna’s heater. The words seemed to hang in the thick, humid air between them. “For talking to my dad. For… everything. Getting his trust back means more to me than I can really say.”

Ethan watched her. His gaze lingered on the way her chest rose and fell and on the subtle quiver in her abdomen as she breathed. He noticed the way her fingers nervously twisted the edge of her towel. The white cotton bunched and released between her knuckles. Her nails pressed little half-moon dents into the fabric as she fidgeted. She rubbed her thumb at a loose thread near the hem.

“You don’t have to thank me, Ashley. I care about you. I just want you to be able to be yourself. I want you to be without worrying.” He spoke softly, keeping his eyes on hers, trying to reassure her with the steadiness of his voice. He resisted the urge to reach out just yet, letting the words settle in the charged silence.

She smiled. Her lips were small and shy, curving up at the corners. The smile didn’t quite reach her eyes at first, but then it did, brightening her whole face. “I know. I just… I’ve never felt like this before. Not just with you, but with everyone. It’s like I finally get to choose what I want, and not just what’s expected.” As she spoke, her fingers stilled on the towel. Then, she released it, letting it lie loose across her lap.

Ethan let the silence settle for a moment. The heat made everything feel more intimate, more honest. He felt sweat trickle down the center of his chest, pooling in the hollow between his pectorals before running down to his stomach. The cedar beneath him was slick with moisture, and he shifted. He felt the wood against his skin; the grain was rough and hot.

He reached out, extending his arm across the gap between them. His palm was open, fingers slightly curled, inviting. Ashley looked at his hand for a beat. Her eyes glanced from his face to his outstretched fingers. She hesitated, then reached out. Her hand shook just a little as she set it in his. Her fingers were warm and soft, the skin slick with sweat, but her grip was firm as she wrapped her palm around his.

She moved to sit beside him, shifting her weight and uncrossing her legs. She rose up onto her knees, gathering her towel with one hand and using the other to steady herself on the bench. The towel slipped off her lap as she scooted across the cedar planks. Her thigh brushed his as she settled next to him. The contact was electric, her skin hot and damp against his, and he felt a jolt of anticipation shoot through him. Ashley’s hip pressed into his. Her leg slid along his, and she tucked her feet up onto the bench so their knees almost touched.

She looked up at him, her expression open, vulnerable in a way he’d never seen before. Her eyes were wide, and her pupils were dilated. Her lips were parted as she drew a shaky breath. Her hand stayed in his, fingers entwined. She squeezed gently. “I want you, Ethan,” she said. Her voice was trembling but sure. “I’ve wanted this for a long time.”

He cupped her cheek, lifting his free hand and pressing his palm to her face. Her skin was burning hot, slick with sweat, and he could feel the delicate bones beneath her flesh. His thumb brushed along her cheekbone, leaving a faint streak of moisture. She leaned into his touch. Her eyes fluttered closed for a moment, and her breath hitched in her throat. He watched the movement of her lips as she exhaled. He noticed her chest rising and falling more rapidly now.

He bent down, his face close to hers, feeling the heat radiate off her skin. Their lips met in a slow, searching kiss. At first, the contact was gentle. His mouth brushed hers as he tested. She responded, pressing back. Her lips were soft and yielding. He tasted salt and heat and something sweetly nervous. Her tongue flicked out to touch his lower lip.

Ashley pressed closer, shifting her weight so her body was flush against his side. Her hand slid up his bare chest, fingers tracing the line of his jaw. Her nails grazed the stubble along his chin. She paused at his throat. Her fingertips brushed the hollow just above his collarbone. Then she continued upward, cupping his jaw as she deepened the kiss. Her lips parted for him. Her tongue was shy at first, barely flicking against his, then growing bolder as she explored his mouth. She tasted him. Her breath came faster, and her chest pressed into his side.

Ethan’s hand slid down to her waist. His fingers trailed over the damp skin of her side. He found the knot of her towel. The fabric was bunched at her hip, and he tugged it loose. The knot gave way easily. The towel slipped from her body and pooled on the cedar planks at their feet. She was left in just the tight bikini. The steamy air accentuated her curves. The bikini top clung to her breasts. The fabric stretched tight, and the outline of her nipples was clearly visible through the damp material. The bottoms hugged her hips. The thin straps dug into her flesh.

He let his fingers trail up her side, tracing the curve of her waist, feeling the slickness of her skin beneath his touch. He paused just beneath the edge of her bikini top. His thumb circled the delicate skin at the base of her breast. Ashley shivered, goosebumps rising along her arms despite the heat. Her breath came faster as she arched into his hand.

He traced the outline of her breast through the fabric. His palm cupped the soft mound, and his fingers splayed out to encompass the fullness. His thumb brushed over the peak, circling her nipple until it hardened beneath his touch. The fabric was so thin and wet that he could feel every detail of her through it, the firmness of her nipple, the softness of the flesh around it. Ashley gasped. Her back arched as she pressed her breast more firmly into his hand. Her hand tightened on his jaw. Her other arm wrapped around his shoulders, pulling him closer.

He leaned in, kissing her again. His lips moved from her mouth to her jaw, then down to her neck. He pressed his lips to the hollow just below her ear, tasting the salt of her sweat. He then trailed kisses down the side of her throat. Ashley tilted her head back, exposing more of her neck. Her eyes fluttered closed as she surrendered to the sensation. Her fingers dug into his shoulders. Her nails scraped lightly over his skin.

Ethan slid his hand beneath the edge of her bikini top. His fingers slipped under the damp fabric. He cupped her bare breast. The skin was hot and slick, and her nipple pebbling against his palm. He rolled it gently between his thumb and forefinger, pinching just enough to make her gasp again. Ashley’s hips shifted. Her thighs pressed together, and her breath came in short, shallow bursts.

He leaned down. His mouth trailed lower as he pressed kisses along her collarbone. He reached the edge of her bikini top and pulled the cup aside, exposing her breast fully. The nipple was dark and erect, glistening with sweat. He bent his head and took it into his mouth, sucking gently. His tongue flicked over the sensitive tip. Ashley moaned. Her hand flew to the back of his head, fingers tangling in his hair as she held him to her.

He sucked harder, drawing her nipple between his lips. Then he released it with a soft pop. He licked a line across the curve of her breast, tasting the salt of her skin. He then moved to her other breast, pulling the bikini top aside to expose it. He took the second nipple into his mouth, rolling it with his tongue. His hand was still working the first breast, squeezing and kneading the soft flesh.

Ashley writhed against him. Her thighs parted as her hips rocked forward. She reached down. Her hand fumbled for the knot of her bikini bottoms. She untied it, and the fabric loosened around her hips. Then she pushed the bottoms down over her thighs. The bikini slid down her legs, catching at her knees before she kicked it aside. She was now completely naked except for the bunched bikini top around her ribs.

Ethan ran his hands down her sides, over her hips. His fingers traced the curve of her ass. He slid his hand between her thighs, feeling the heat of her pussy, the slickness of her arousal coating his fingers. He pressed his thumb to her clit, rubbing slow circles, feeling her shudder in response. Ashley’s head tipped back. Her mouth was open in a silent cry as her hips ground against his hand.

He slid a finger inside her. He felt the tightness and the wet heat. She clenched around him. Her muscles fluttered as he pumped his finger in and out, his thumb still working her clit. He added a second finger, stretching her, feeling her body open for him. Ashley’s hands clutched at his shoulders, her nails digging into his skin as she rode his hand. Her breath was ragged, and her body trembled.

Ethan pulled his fingers free and brought them to his mouth, licking her taste from his skin. He looked into her eyes. He saw the hunger there and the desperate need. She reached for the waistband of his swim trunks. Her fingers hooked into the elastic, tugging them down over his hips. His cock sprang free, hard and flushed. The head was slick with pre-cum.

Ashley’s were flushed, a deep pink blooming beneath her cheekbones. Her eyes were wide and shining with arousal. She kept her gaze on him. Her pupils were dilated, and her breath came in shallow, uneven bursts. “Can I…?” She whispered. Her voice was trembling. Her hands lifted. Her fingers curled uncertainly at the strings tied at the back of her neck. She hesitated, the pads of her thumbs pressing into the knot. She then looked to Ethan for permission, her chest rising and falling as she waited.

Ethan nodded. His throat felt tight. He watched the pulse flutter at the base of her throat. He felt his own heart pounding and the blood drumming in his ears. His hands rested at his sides. His fingers flexed against the bench as he forced himself to stay still, to let her set the pace.

Ashley’s fingers worked at the knot, fumbling for a moment before she managed to loosen it. She pulled the strings apart. The fabric slackened across her chest. She let the top slip from her shoulders. The cups fell away, exposing her bare breasts. They were large. The pale skin was flushed pink from the heat, and the nipples stood out, deep rose and hard, begging for attention. She let the bikini top drop to the floor. Her arms fell to her sides, and her shoulders rolled back as she bared herself to him.

Ethan let out a low breath. The sound escaped him before he could stop it. He reached for her. His hands moved with purpose. He cupped her breasts. His palms curved around the soft weight of them. His fingers sank into the flesh, spreading to support her, and his thumbs swept up to brush over her nipples. The tips were hard and sensitive, and he circled them. He felt the heat radiating from her skin.

Ashley moaned. The sound broke from her throat. She arched her back, pressing her breasts more firmly into his hands. Her skin felt warm and damp beneath his touch. Her hands rose, and her fingers curled over his shoulders. Her nails dug in just enough to anchor herself. She squeezed his shoulders. Her grip tightened as his thumbs continued to tease her nipples, rubbing slow circles around each tip before sliding directly over the peaks.

Ethan leaned forward, his breath hot against her chest. He lowered his head. His lips brushed over the curve of her breast before closing around one nipple. He sucked gently, drawing her in. His tongue flicked over the tip in quick, precise strokes. Ashley gasped. Her fingers shot up to tangle in his hair. She threaded her hands through the strands, holding him close. Her hips shifted restlessly on the bench.

He drew more of her breast into his mouth. His lips sealed around her nipple as he sucked harder. His tongue flattened against her. Then it circled the tip, teasing the sensitive flesh. He released her with a soft pop. A thin line of saliva connected his mouth to her skin, then he moved to her other breast. He took the second nipple between his lips, repeating the same slow, careful attention. His tongue traced the stiff peak before sucking it deep into his mouth.

Ashley’s moans grew louder. Her chest heaved with each breath. She pressed his head against her. Her fingers tightened in his hair as she urged him to continue. Her hips rolled on the bench. Her thighs spread slightly as she sought more friction. Ethan’s hands slid down her sides, his thumbs grazing the undersides of her breasts. He felt the rapid thud of her heartbeat against his palms.

“More,” she begged. Her voice was rough and desperate. She looked down at him. Her eyes were glazed with need. “Please, Ethan. I need more.”

He let her nipple slip from his mouth, lifting his head to meet her gaze. He slid his right hand down, his fingers trailing along the curve of her waist. Then, he moved his hand over her hip. He traced the line of her bikini bottom. His fingers brushed the elastic waistband. He pressed his palm firmly against the front of the damp fabric, feeling the heat of her arousal radiating through the thin material. The cloth was already darkened, clinging to her skin and outlining the shape of her pussy beneath.

Ashley parted her thighs. Her knees fell open. She planted her feet on the bench, and her toes curled for purchase. Then she lifted her hips slightly, pressing herself more firmly against his hand. Her breath came in quick, shallow pants. Her chest rose and fell as she waited for him to touch her.

Ethan rubbed her through the bikini. His fingers moved in slow circles over the swollen mound. He could feel the slickness soaking through the fabric, the heat of her body intense against his hand. He pressed his fingers more firmly, dragging them up and down the length of her slit, feeling the outline of her clit beneath the cloth. Ashley whimpered. Her hips rocked in time with his movements, and her hands slid down to grip the edge of the bench.

He hooked his fingers into the waistband of her bikini, tugging it to the side. The elastic stretched, then snapped back against her hip. He exposed her pussy. Her inner lips were flushed and glistening, slick with arousal. The folds parted slightly to reveal the pink, wet entrance. The skin was shiny. The light caught on the moisture gathered at her opening and along the line of her slit.

Ashley lay back on the bench, shifting her weight until her shoulders rested against the wood. Her breasts rose and fell with each breath. The nipples were still hard and dark. She spread her thighs wider, planting her feet farther apart. Her knees were bent and splayed open to give him full access. Her hands gripped the bench at her sides, her knuckles pale with tension.

Ethan knelt between her legs. His knees pressed into the wood. His cock was already hard. The thick shaft strained against the towel wrapped around his waist. He reached down. He pulled at the edge of the towel, unwrapping it and letting it fall to the floor beside him. He was naked now. His skin was slick with sweat, and beads of moisture tracked down his chest and pooled at the small of his back. His cock stood out from his body. The head was flushed dark, and a drop of precum glistened at the tip.

He reached out. He slid his fingers along her inner thigh, tracing the soft skin up to the crease where her leg met her pelvis. He stroked her folds with his fingers, spreading her open. He used two fingers to part her lips, exposing the sensitive pink flesh inside, then ran his thumb up to her clit, circling it gently. Ashley’s hips jerked. Her breath caught in her throat.

Ethan leaned in, lowering his head between her legs. He pressed his mouth to her pussy. His lips sealed over her clit. He flicked his tongue over the swollen nub, tasting the heat and salt of her arousal. He licked her slowly, dragging his tongue up the length of her slit. He then circled her clit before sucking it gently between his lips.

Ashley cried out. Her hands flew to the edge of the bench, and her fingers dug into the wood. Her hips lifted off the surface, pressing her pussy harder against his mouth. He licked her again, slower this time. He savored the slickness coating her folds. He slipped his tongue lower, tracing the entrance to her pussy, then thrust it inside, tasting her from within.

He slid a finger inside her, feeling her walls clench tightly around him. Her pussy was hot and wet. The muscles fluttered as he curled his finger, searching for the spot that made her gasp. He added a second finger, stretching her gently. His tongue returned to her clit as he fucked her with his hand.

Ashley writhed beneath him. Her back arched off the bench. Her moans echoed off the cedar walls. The sound bounced back at them. She rocked her hips in time with his movements. Her thighs trembled as she neared the edge.

“Ethan, please,” she gasped. Her voice was hoarse. “I need you inside me. I need to feel you.”

Ethan lifted his head. Her arousal glistened on his lips and chin. He rose up on his knees, positioning himself between her spread thighs. He gripped the base of his cock, guiding the head to her entrance. He pressed the tip against her, feeling the heat and slickness as her pussy parted for him.

He looked up, meeting her gaze. Her eyes were wide, pupils blown, and her lips were parted in anticipation. He searched her face for any sign of hesitation, but found only need and trust. He pushed forward slowly, the head of his cock slipping inside her, stretching her open. The heat and tightness of her pussy gripped him, making him groan as he sank deeper.

Ashley’s eyes fluttered closed. Her lashes were dark against her cheeks. Her lips parted in a silent gasp as he filled her, inch by inch. He moved slowly at first, letting her adjust to the size of him. His hands were braced on either side of her body, palms pressed flat to the bench. His chest brushed against her breasts with each thrust, the sweat-slick skin sliding over her nipples, sending fresh sparks of sensation through her.

She wrapped her legs around his waist, hooking her ankles at the small of his back. Her heels dug into his skin, urging him deeper. She tilted her hips up, taking him farther inside. Her pussy stretched to accommodate his length. Her hands roamed his back, and her nails raked lightly down his skin. They left faint red trails in their wake.

Ethan set a slow, steady rhythm, pulling out almost all the way before sliding back in, savoring the feel of her body gripping him. Each movement was careful, deliberate. His hips rolled forward as he thrust into her. Her breasts bounced with every thrust. The nipples brushed against his chest, leaving slick trails of sweat and arousal between them.

Ashley’s hands moved up to his shoulders. Her fingers pressed into the muscles there. She pulled him down. Her mouth sought his, and her breath was hot against his lips. Her moans vibrated through her chest. Her body shuddered with each thrust. She clung to him. Her legs tightened around his waist, and her pussy squeezed his cock as he fucked her slow and deep.

“Harder,” she begged. Her voice was thick with need. “Please, Ethan, fuck me harder.”

Ethan’s hands tightened on her hips, his fingers digging into the slick skin. He held her in place as he shifted his weight forward. He planted his knees firmly on the wooden bench, spreading them wider for leverage. The muscles in his thighs flexed as he adjusted his angle, pulling his hips back until only the head of his cock remained inside her. He could feel the heat of her cunt gripping him. Her inner walls were clenching in anticipation. He thrust forward, driving his cock deep into her with a single, powerful motion. The impact sent a jolt through both of their bodies. Her ass slapped against his pelvis, and her flesh quivered from the force.

He didn’t pause. He drew back again, his cock sliding out until her slickness coated his shaft. Then he slammed into her, harder than before. Each thrust was deliberate, forceful. His hips pistoned back and forth as he fucked her. The bench beneath them creaked with the rhythm. The thick, humid air muffled the sound. Sweat dripped down his back, beading along his spine, running in rivulets down his chest and stomach. His breath came heavy and ragged, the heat of the sauna mixing with the heat of their bodies.

Ashley’s moans filled the small room, growing louder with every thrust. She dug her heels into the bench, pushing herself back to meet him, her body greedy for every inch of his cock. Her back arched. Her spine curved as she lifted her chest toward him. Her breasts bounced wildly with each movement. The nipples were flushed and hard, glistening with sweat. Strands of her hair clung to her damp cheeks and forehead, plastered against her skin. Her eyes fluttered open. The pupils were blown wide with lust, and her mouth was open in a gasp as she took him deeper.

Ethan’s gaze fixed on her, drinking in every detail. He watched as the muscles in her stomach tightened, the way her ribs flared with each breath. Her skin was flushed a deep pink, streaked with sweat. The color spread from her cheeks down to her chest. Her hands gripped his forearms. Her nails pressed crescent marks into his skin. He could feel her cunt tightening around him. Her body was straining as she climbed higher.

He shifted his grip, sliding one hand up to cup her breast. He squeezed. His thumb brushed over her nipple as he pinched it between his fingers. Ashley’s hips jerked. Her moan broke into a cry as she arched up into his touch. Her fingers dug harder into his arms. Her thighs trembled as the pleasure built inside her.

He drove into her faster, the force of his thrusts shaking the bench beneath them. His cock slid in and out of her, slick with her arousal. The head bumped against her cervix with each deep stroke. He could feel her getting closer. Her body was tensing, and her breathing was coming in sharp, uneven gasps. Her head fell back, exposing the long line of her throat. Her hair spilled over the edge of the bench.

Ashley came first. Her entire body went rigid. Her back arched off the bench, and her cunt clamped down around his cock in a series of tight, pulsing contractions. Her nails raked down his arms. They left red trails in their wake. She cried out his name, the sound raw and desperate, echoing off the sauna’s wooden walls. Her thighs squeezed around his hips, holding him inside her as she rode out the waves of her orgasm.

Ethan didn’t stop. He kept fucking her. His thrusts grew even harder as he drove into her through the aftershocks. He leaned over her, bracing his hands on either side of her head. His chest pressed down against her breasts. He could feel her nipples dragging against his skin. The hard points slid across his chest with every movement. Her heart hammered against him. Her pulse raced beneath her skin. Sweat from his body mixed with hers, dripping down onto her chest, pooling in the hollow between her breasts.

He lowered his head. His lips brushed against her collarbone as he tasted the salt on her skin. He kissed a path up her neck. His tongue flicked over her jaw before capturing her mouth in a hungry kiss. She kissed him back. Her lips were soft and pliant. Her tongue tangled with his as she moaned into his mouth.

He felt his own orgasm building. The pressure coiled low in his belly. His hips snapped forward. His cock throbbed inside her. He pulled back just enough to look down at her, watching the way her breasts heaved with every breath, the way her eyes shone with satisfaction and lingering pleasure.

With a few more powerful thrusts, he felt himself teetering on the edge. He was aware of his precarious position. He pulled out at the last moment. His cock slid free from her slick cunt. He wrapped his fist around his shaft. He stroked himself hard and fast. The veins along his cock stood out, the head swollen and flushed dark red. He watched as Ashley’s eyes followed his movements. Her gaze was locked on his hand as he pumped himself.

His orgasm hit him in a sudden, overwhelming rush. He groaned. His body tensed as hot ropes of cum shot from the tip of his cock, splattering across her belly. The first spurt landed just below her navel, thick and white against her flushed skin. The next painted a line across her hip, dripping down her side and pooling in the dip of her thigh. He kept stroking, milking every last drop from his cock, watching as the cum oozed down her skin, mixing with the sweat already glistening there.

Ashley lay back on the bench. Her body was limp and sated. Her chest rose and fell rapidly. Her nipples were still hard, and her skin was streaked with sweat and cum. She looked up at him. Her eyes were wide, and her lips were parted in awe. Her fingers trailed down her stomach, gathering a smear of his cum on her fingertips. She brought them to her mouth, sucking them clean. Her eyes never left his.

They lay there, panting. The heat of the sauna wrapped around them, and their bodies were slick and tangled. Ethan let his weight settle beside her, careful not to crush her against the narrow bench. He propped himself up on one elbow, leaning down to kiss her softly. His lips pressed to her forehead, then moved to her cheek, before finding her mouth. He tasted the salt of her skin. He also tasted the lingering sweetness of her lips. He lingered there, letting the kiss stretch out. His hand cradled the side of her face.

Ashley wrapped her arms around him. Her hands slid up his back, and her fingers traced the lines of his spine. She held him close. Her body was still trembling with aftershocks. Her thighs pressed against his. Her legs tangled with his own. She shifted beneath him. Her breasts brushed against his chest, and her nipples dragged across his skin with every movement.

He brushed a strand of hair from her face, and his fingers were gentle as he tucked it behind her ear. He studied her, taking in the way her cheeks were flushed from sex and heat, the way her eyes shone with satisfaction and something deeper. He traced the curve of her breast with his fingertips, circling her nipple, feeling it pebble beneath his touch. He followed the line of her jaw. His thumb brushed over the soft skin as he memorized the way she looked in this moment.

Ashley smiled. Her lips curved up as her fingers trailed down his chest. She pressed her palm flat against his sternum, feeling the rapid beat of his heart beneath her hand. She let her hand wander lower, tracing the ridges of his abs, then back up to rest over his heart. “I’ve never felt like this before,” she whispered. Her voice was soft and sincere. “I’ve never felt so… wanted.”

Ethan leaned in, kissing her again, slow and gentle. His lips moved against hers. His tongue flicked out to taste her. He let the kiss linger, savoring the feel of her mouth beneath his. He felt the way her body melted into his. “You are,” he said, his tone low and certain. “More than you know.”

They lay together on the bench, the world outside forgotten, the only reality the heat of the sauna and the closeness they shared. Ashley’s breathing slowed. Her body relaxed against his, and her hand rested over his heart. Her fingers splayed across his chest. She traced idle circles on his skin with her thumb.

For a long time, they didn’t speak, content to simply be. They were two bodies tangled together, sweat and cum and satisfaction mingling on their skin. Ethan watched the way her chest rose and fell, the way her eyelashes fluttered against her cheeks as her eyes drifted closed. He pressed a kiss to her temple, then rested his forehead against hers. They let their breaths mingle in the thick air.

Eventually, the heat became too much. The oppressive warmth pressed down on them, making their skin slick and sticky. Ethan shifted, reaching for a towel draped over the side of the bench. He unfolded it, the fabric felt rough against his damp hands, and brought it to Ashley’s belly. He wiped away the streaks of cum, dragging the towel slowly across her skin, careful not to miss a drop. He followed the trail down her hip, blotting up the thick fluid where it had pooled in the hollow of her thigh. Ashley giggled. The sound was soft and happy, and her cheeks were still flushed. She squirmed beneath his touch, her body sensitive from the afterglow.

He tossed the towel aside. Then he reached for another, wrapping it around his waist. Ashley sat up. Her movements were languid, and her hair fell in damp waves around her shoulders. She pulled a towel around herself, tucking the edge between her breasts. Her skin was still glistening in the dim light. They exchanged shy smiles. Their eyes met and held. Ethan couldn’t stop looking at her. He was amazed by how beautiful she was and by how open and unguarded she seemed in the aftermath.

Ashley leaned her head on his shoulder. Her hair brushed against his neck. Her eyes drifted closed. Her breathing was deep and even. “Thank you,” she murmured, her voice soft.

He pressed his lips to her hair, inhaling the scent of her skin, his own heart full. “Anytime,” he said, his voice thick with emotion.


Chapter 18

Ethan pulled his SUV into the gravel lot beside the office. The tires crunched over scattered bits of windblown debris. The vehicle rolled forward at a slow, controlled pace as he guided it into a parking space near the battered wooden fence. He brought the SUV to a stop, shifted into park, and let his hands rest on the steering wheel for a moment. The windshield was spattered with dried rain and streaks of mud from the drive, and the wipers had left faint arcs across the glass. He glanced through the side window at the storm’s aftermath. Branches lay in untidy piles along the curb. Some were thick as his wrist, and their bark was slick and dark from the storm. Smaller twigs and clusters of sodden leaves were plastered to the sidewalk, the green and brown shapes pressed flat against the concrete. Across the street, a city crew worked in the park. Their reflective vests appeared almost garish in the gray morning light. Two of the workers, both men in heavy boots and gloves, gripped the ends of a large limb that had fallen across the playground slide. They bent their knees, braced their feet, and hoisted the branch up together. They maneuvered it around the edge of the sandbox before dragging it toward the growing pile by the curb.

Ethan watched them for a few seconds. His gaze followed the slow progress of their work. A third worker, used a rake to gather scattered leaves into a heap near the swing set. The air outside was cool. It had the kind of sharp, clean chill that lingered after a storm. He could see beads of moisture still clinging to the grass and the low shrubs lining the lot. The faintest shimmer of sunlight broke through the clouds overhead, glinting off puddles in the uneven gravel. He drew in a slow breath. The scent of wet earth and the distant salt of the ocean drifted through the cracked window.

He reached over to the passenger seat and grabbed his bag, feeling the canvas strap rough beneath his fingers. He lifted the bag onto his lap, unzipped the main compartment to check that his laptop and files were still inside, then zipped it closed again with a quick, familiar gesture. He opened the door and braced it with his knee as it swung outward. Then he stepped down onto the gravel. His shoes crunched against the stones. The ground shifted slightly under his weight. He shut the door behind him. The noise was dull, muffled by the damp air. He slung the bag over his shoulder, adjusted the strap so it sat comfortably against his chest, then made his way across the lot, picking his steps around a puddle that reflected the battered clouds overhead.

At the front entrance, he paused. He brushed a few stray leaves off the mat with the toe of his shoe. He reached for the handle, which felt cool and slick in his grip, and pulled the door open. The bell above the front door jingled. It was a clear, familiar note that echoed softly in the small foyer as he stepped inside.

The office greeted him with its usual warmth. The overhead lights cast a gentle glow over the reception area, illuminating the pale blue walls and the row of framed certificates that lined the hallway. The air inside was noticeably warmer, the chill of the morning cut by the steady hum of the building’s heating system. Ashley sat at her desk. Her posture was relaxed as she scanned the screen in front of her. She looked up as the bell sounded. Her hazel eyes brightened when she saw him. A smile spread across her lips, slow and genuine.

She wore a soft green blouse, the fabric clinging lightly to her shoulders and arms. The blouse was tucked neatly into a dark skirt that fell just above her knees. Her hair was pulled back, but a few strands had slipped free, curling down along her cheek and neck. She reached up, tucking one behind her ear as she stood, pushing her chair back with a gentle scrape against the floor.

“Morning,” she said. Her tone was soft and warm as she stepped around the edge of her desk.

Ethan didn’t hesitate. He crossed the short distance between them in two strides. His shoes made almost no sound on the thin carpet. He set his bag down beside the reception counter, letting the strap slide from his shoulder. He reached out. His hand found the curve of her waist, fingers splaying gently through the fabric of her blouse. He leaned in. His face was close to hers as he pressed his lips to hers in a kiss that was gentle but lingering. The contact was soft at first. His mouth moved slowly against hers. Ashley’s body relaxed into his touch. Her fingers curled at his shoulder, gripping the fabric of his shirt lightly as she leaned into him, tilting her head to deepen the kiss. For a few seconds, the rest of the office faded away. Ethan’s thumb traced a small circle at the side of her waist, feeling the warmth of her skin through the thin blouse.

Ashley drew back first. Her cheeks were flushed, and her lips were parted as she caught her breath. She let her hand slide down from his shoulder. Her fingertips brushed along his arm before she stepped back. Her eyes flicked toward the hallway. A teasing glint shone in their depths.

“Someone’s in a good mood,” she teased quietly. Her voice was soft as she shot him a quick, conspiratorial smile.

From the corner of his eye, Ethan saw movement at the far end of the reception area. Victoria stood in her office doorway, a stack of manila folders balanced in her arms. She watched them. One eyebrow was arched in amusement, and her lips were curved in a knowing grin. She made no move to hide her reaction. Her gaze flicked between Ethan and Ashley as they stepped apart.

“Good morning, Ethan. Good morning, Ashley,” Victoria called. Her tone was light and teasing. She shifted her weight, adjusting the folders in her arms and leaning one shoulder against the doorframe.

Ashley ducked her head. A smile tugged at the corners of her mouth as she quickly smoothed the front of her skirt. She returned to her desk, sliding her chair back into place and settling onto the seat with a soft exhale. Her fingers moved over the keyboard, but her eyes lingered on Ethan for a moment longer. She forced herself to focus on her screen.

Ethan picked up his bag and set it down beside his usual spot at the edge of the counter. He met Victoria’s gaze, the warmth in his chest growing as he saw the open approval in her expression. The feeling had nothing to do with the heat from the sauna the day before or the sunlight streaming through the windows. It was something quieter, deeper, an ease that had settled over him in the last few days.

Victoria tipped her head in his direction, a silent invitation. She motioned him over with a small gesture. Her fingers curled and uncurled over the edge of the folders. “Can I steal you for a minute?” She asked. Her voice was pitched just loud enough to carry across the reception area. Without waiting for a response, she turned and disappeared into her office. She left the door open behind her.

Ethan followed, crossing the hall in a few long strides. He reached the office door and paused to glance back at Ashley. She gave him a quick, reassuring smile. Then, he stepped inside. With one hand, he pushed the door closed behind him. The latch clicked softly as it settled into place.

Victoria set her folders on the desk, stacking them neatly at the edge. She perched on the corner, arms folded across her chest. As she shifted her weight, her skirt smoothed over her thighs. Her green eyes sparkled with mischief. The corners crinkled as she studied him.

“So,” she began, drawing out the word as she leaned forward slightly, “I see things have… progressed between you and Ashley.”

Ethan felt a smile tug at his lips. He didn’t bother to deny it. He let his arms hang loosely at his sides. His posture was relaxed as he met her gaze. “Yeah. They have.”

Victoria’s grin widened. Her teeth flashed white. “I’m happy for you. For both of you, actually. I was starting to wonder if you’d ever let things move forward.” She uncrossed her arms and set her palms flat on the desk. Her fingers drummed lightly against the wood.

He shifted his weight, leaning back against the wall beside the door. The surface was cool and solid against his shoulder blades. “It just… happened. I guess with everything lately, her dad, the storm, it felt like the right time.” He kept his voice even. The words came easily now.

Victoria nodded. Her expression grew thoughtful. She tapped one finger against her chin, considering his words. “She seems lighter today. Happier. I think you both needed that.” She paused for a moment. Her eyes searched his face. Then she added, “I’m glad you’re getting along well. It’s good for the team, too. No tension, no awkwardness.”

Ethan let out a quiet chuckle. The sound was low in his chest. “I think we’ll manage to keep it professional. At least during office hours.” He met her eyes. The shared humor eased any lingering tension.

Victoria laughed. The sound was bright and genuine. She shook her head. Her earrings caught the light as she moved. “Just don’t make me have to write up a workplace romance policy.” She rolled her eyes, but the smile never left her face. Then she straightened. Her tone grew more serious. “Really, though. I’m glad. You deserve to be happy, Ethan. And so does Ashley.”

He nodded, the truth of her words settling inside him, steady and unshakable. “Thanks, Victoria.”

Victoria hopped off the desk. Her feet landed softly on the carpet. She smoothed her skirt with both hands, running her palms from her hips down to her knees to straighten the fabric. She reached for the top folder from the stack, flipping it open to glance at the first page. “Alright, enough sappiness. I need you to look at Colin’s latest batch of revisions. He dropped them on the shared drive this morning and he’s been pacing the office since.” She closed the folder and set it back on the pile with a decisive motion.

Ethan smiled, the easy camaraderie between them making the office feel more like home than ever. He pushed off from the wall, reaching for the door handle. “I’ll check them now.”

Victoria gave him a last, approving look. She then turned her attention to her paperwork. She picked up a pen, uncapped it, and began making notes in the margin of the top document. Her brow furrowed in concentration.

Ethan slipped out. He pulled the door closed behind him with a gentle push. The latch clicked softly as it settled. He paused for a moment in the hallway. He let the quiet of the office settle around him before heading back toward the reception area.

He found Colin in the main workspace, hunched over his computer at one of the long communal tables. The glow of the monitor cast a bluish sheen over Colin’s face. It highlighted the freckles scattered across his cheeks and the faint stubble along his jaw. His thick-rimmed glasses had slipped halfway down his nose, the plastic frames nearly touching the tip. One hand gripped the edge of the desk, fingers drumming in a jittery rhythm. The other hand hovered over the mouse, index finger poised to click. A half-empty mug of coffee sat just out of reach. The rim was stained with a ring of dried brown.

Colin glanced up as Ethan approached, the movement jerky and uncertain. The hopeful look on his face was immediate and unguarded. His eyes were wide behind the lenses, and his mouth was parted as if expecting either praise or correction. He straightened. His shoulders tensed beneath the wrinkled button-down shirt he wore tucked into faded black jeans. His fingers hesitated over the keyboard. He then curled them into a loose fist as he waited for Ethan to speak.

“Hey, Ethan. Did you get a chance to look at the touch-ups?” Colin asked. His voice was eager but tinged with nerves. The words came out a little rushed, and he pushed his glasses up with the side of his index finger. He left a faint smudge on the lens.

Ethan set his messenger bag down beside the empty chair next to Colin. The canvas thumped softly against the metal leg. He pulled the chair out. The feet scraped against the industrial carpet as he lowered himself into the seat. His knees brushed the underside of the table. He flipped open his laptop, and the lid rose with a quiet click. He then pressed the power button. As the machine woke, he flexed his fingers. Then he reached for the mouse, tracing the pad with his thumb to bring up the login screen. He typed in his password, careful to shield the keys with his palm. He made sure to cover the keys with his palm, then clicked into the shared folder labeled “Phase 2 Touch-Ups.”

The files loaded quickly. The progress bar zipped across the screen. The first thumbnail was a set of floorplans, followed by elevations and a PDF of detailed notes. Ethan clicked on the floorplans, opening the file in the drafting software. The lines sprang into view, sharp and black against the pale background. He zoomed in with a flick of the scroll wheel, focusing on the kitchen layout. His eyebrows rose as he noticed the changes, Colin had caught a minor mislabeling in the cabinet dimensions, correcting a six-inch discrepancy that would have thrown off the countertop alignment. Ethan moved the cursor to the living room, spotting a note in the margin. Colin had flagged the awkward transition between the hallway and the den, suggesting a subtle shift in the wall placement. The annotation was precise. He laid out the reasoning in bullet points—“Improves sightline, reduces wasted space, maintains egress clearance.”

Ethan scrolled through the next few pages, and he scanned for redlines and comments. Colin had gone through each plan with a meticulous eye, catching small errors in the dimensions, an extra inch here, a missing half-foot there. He had smoothed out awkward transitions between rooms, adjusting door swings and wall thicknesses. He even flagged a couple of potential code issues that Ethan had missed. One note highlighted a window that encroached on the required fire separation distance; another pointed out a stair tread that was a quarter-inch too shallow. Each correction was backed up by a reference to the building code, the section number neatly typed in parentheses.

Ethan clicked to the next set of renderings. The images loaded in high resolution, the lines clean and crisp. He studied the perspective of the main entry, noticing how Colin had adjusted the window placements to maximize natural light. The sunlight now angled deeper into the living room, illuminating the far wall without creating glare on the TV. In another rendering, the stairwell had been shifted a foot to the left. This change opened up the landing and allowed for a more graceful turn. Closets had been rearranged. Their doors were now aligned with the room flow, creating more usable storage. Every change was annotated, the reasoning clear and thoughtful.  “Shifts storage to high-traffic area, increases closet depth by 8, improves accessibility.”

Ethan leaned back. His fingers were still resting on the edge of his laptop. He looked up at Colin, who was watching him with a mix of anxiety and pride. Colin's lips were pressed together as if he was holding back a nervous question.

“You really dug into these,” Ethan said. His tone was even but warm.

Colin’s face broke into a grin, the tension in his jaw easing. He reached up to push his glasses up again. This time, he used the back of his knuckle. “I wanted to make sure I got everything right. I ran the plans through the code checkers twice,” he said. His voice gained confidence as he spoke. “And double-checked the setbacks for the lots. I even did a quick sun study on the corner units.” He tapped a few keys, bringing up a screenshot of the sun path diagram he’d generated. The diagram had arcs traced across the site plan, with times and angles labeled in neat, blocky text.

Ethan nodded, scrolling further through the files. He paused at a color-coded heatmap showing daylight hours in each room. The gradients shifted from pale yellow to deep orange. “You caught things I hadn’t even thought to look for,” he said, turning the laptop slightly so Colin could see the screen. “These are solid, Colin. Really solid.”

Colin let out a relieved breath. His shoulders dropped visibly. The tension that had bunched the fabric of his shirt across his back finally eased. He sagged against the chair. One hand slid away from the keyboard to rest on his thigh. “That’s good to hear,” he admitted, voice softer. “I was worried I’d mess something up.” His thumb traced the seam of his jeans, a nervous habit.

Ethan shook his head, the motion slowly. “You didn’t. In fact, you probably saved me a few hours of headaches.” He clicked the trackpad, closing the file and opening the email client. “These are ready to go to Victoria.” He looked at Colin, meeting his eyes.

Colin beamed. The smile stretched wide across his face. “Thanks, Ethan. I really appreciate the trust.” He turned slightly in his chair, facing Ethan more fully, the excitement in his posture unmistakable.

Ethan smiled back, feeling the weight of the project lift a little more from his shoulders. “Keep this up, and I’ll have to start giving you the trickier stuff. Maybe even some of the next round of initial drafts.” He set his laptop aside, letting the lid fall shut with a soft click.

Colin’s eyes widened. Excitement flickered behind the thick lenses. He sat up straighter. His hands gripped the edge of the desk. “I’d love that,” he said. The words almost tumbled out.

Ethan closed his laptop with both hands, pressing the lid until it latched. He reached over and clapped Colin on the shoulder, the gesture firm and approving. His palm landed just above Colin’s shoulder blade, fingers splayed. He gave a brief squeeze before letting go. “You’ve earned it. Seriously, good work.”

Colin grinned. A flush crept up his neck as he turned back to his monitor. He adjusted his glasses once more, then set both hands on the keyboard, the tips of his fingers hovering over the home row. He glanced at the screen, and his eyes darted to a highlighted note. He began to type, updating the CAD files with quick, practiced keystrokes.

Ethan stood, pushing his chair back with his knees. He stretched his arms overhead, feeling the stiffness in his back and shoulders. The muscles along his spine pulled tight, then loosened as he reached higher. His shirt lifted slightly at the waist. He let his arms drop, rolling his shoulders to work out the last of the tension. He glanced toward the lobby.

Ashley was seated at the reception desk. Her posture was upright and composed. She cradled the phone between her shoulder and ear. Her head was tilted at a slight angle as she spoke. Her voice was low and professional. Each word was measured and precise as she scheduled a meeting with a supplier. She flicked her pen over a notepad, jotting down times and names in quick, slanted script. As she finished the call, she looked up. She caught Ethan’s eye across the room. She gave him a small, secret smile. Her lips curved just at the corners before she returned her attention to her notes.

The office hummed with quiet productivity. Victoria’s voice drifted from her office. The sound was muffled by the closed door as she negotiated with a contractor. The cadence of her speech was brisk, punctuated by brief pauses as she listened. She then responded with clipped authority. Colin tapped away at his keyboard, the clack of keys steady and purposeful as he updated the CAD files. Ashley finished her call, setting the receiver back in its cradle with familiar ease. She gathered a stack of invoices from the wire tray beside her monitor, flipping through each sheet to check for signatures and dates. Her fingers moved quickly, sorting the papers into piles before entering the amounts into the accounting software. Her nails clicked softly against the keys.

Ethan moved to his own desk, lowering himself into the chair and pulling the keyboard closer. He opened the client packet. The folder icon was blinking as it loaded. He dragged Colin’s revised plans into the appropriate subfolder, watching the status bar fill. He opened a new email to Victoria, typing a brief summary of the updates. His fingers moved rapidly as he listed the highlights: corrected dimensions, code compliance, improved daylighting, and storage solutions. He attached the files, double-checking each one before hitting send.

As he worked, he felt a sense of momentum building, the pressure of the last few weeks easing. The files were in order, the team was focused, and for the first time in a while, the project felt under control.

He checked the clock in the corner of his monitor, still early. The rest of the day stretched ahead, full of meetings and deadlines, but for once, the work felt manageable. He glanced around the office, noting the steady rhythm of activity. Victoria spoke with her usual clarity, Colin typed with focused intensity, and Ashley moved efficiently as she completed her tasks. He had a team he trusted, a partner who kept him grounded, and a new sense of balance in his life.

As he finished the email, Ashley appeared at his side. She held a manila folder in her hand. She held it out to him. Her fingers gripped the edge. “Here are the invoices for the last batch of supplies,” she said. Her voice was soft so only he could hear. She leaned in slightly. Her shoulder brushed his as she handed him the folder. “And… thank you.”

Ethan glanced at her, warmth in his eyes. He reached out and took the folder, his fingers brushing hers. He spoke with a low and sincere tone. “Anytime,” he said.

She smiled. Her cheeks colored as she looked away. She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear and returned to her desk.


Chapter 19

The kitchen filled with the easy rhythm of two people working side by side. Jess leaned against the counter, slicing ripe tomatoes. Her left hand held the fruit steady while her right hand guided the sharp blade through the skin. Each cut was decisive. The tip of the knife pressed down, splitting the flesh, and the juice beaded on the cutting board beneath her. She paused after each slice to nudge the tomato pieces into a neat pile. Her fingers were stained red. Then she selected another tomato from the bowl beside her and began again, the blade gliding through the skin with a gentle sawing motion.

Ethan stood at the stove, tending to a pot of pasta. He gripped a wooden spoon and stirred the bubbling water in slow circles. He made sure the noodles didn’t stick. The steam rose in thick, curling ribbons, dampening the hair at his temples. He leaned forward, peering into the pot. Then he lifted a single strand of spaghetti with the spoon and blew on it to cool it before tasting it. The pasta was still too firm. He reached for the salt dish on the counter, pinched a bit between his fingers, and sprinkled it into the water. He watched the grains dissolve instantly.

Outside, the sun was low. It was throwing golden rectangles across the floor. The light landed in uneven patches, painting the cabinets and the tile with shifting shapes. The air through the open window was cool and briny from the ocean, promising a clear, peaceful night. Jess’s bare feet pressed against the cool tiles. Her toes flexed as she shifted her weight from one hip to the other. The edge of her old band t-shirt, knotted at the waist, rode up enough to show a strip of skin above the waistband of her faded shorts. Her black hair, pulled up in a messy bun, left her neck bare and vulnerable.

Ethan glanced over at Jess. He watched the way her wrist flicked with each slice, the relaxed set of her shoulders. There was a comfort in their routine. Jess hummed quietly, and the tune was barely audible as she worked. Ethan tasted the sauce. He dipped a spoon into the small saucepan beside the pasta, then let the red liquid pool on his tongue. He frowned, set the spoon down, and reached for the salt again. This time, he added a pinch to the sauce. He stirred it in. The wooden spoon scraped the bottom of the pan. He tasted again and nodded in approval. Then he wiped the edge of the spoon on a folded dish towel.

The two of them moved around each other in the small kitchen as if they’d done it a hundred times. When Jess needed the olive oil, she reached past Ethan. Her arm brushed his side. He shifted to the left, giving her space without a word. When Ethan needed the pepper grinder, he leaned around Jess. He was careful not to jostle her as she sliced. Their movements were unhurried. Each one anticipated the other’s needs.

He reached for a colander from the lower cabinet just as Jess set the bowl of tomatoes down on the counter. Their hands brushed, the backs of their fingers meeting in a brief, electric contact. Jess grinned, her lips quirking up at the corners. She teased, “You’re getting good at this,” and her tone was soft and amused. “Next thing you know, you’ll be running a restaurant.”

Ethan laughed. The sound echoed in the small kitchen. He lifted the heavy pot off the burner, the handles hot against his palms through the thin dish towel. He carried it to the sink and tipped it carefully. He poured the steaming pasta into the colander. The water rushed out in a torrent, splashing against the metal sides, sending up a burst of steam that fogged his glasses. He set the pot aside and shook the colander gently, letting the last of the water drain away. “Don’t tempt me. I’d rather cook for you than for strangers.”

Jess rolled her eyes, but her smile lingered. She reached for a wooden bowl. She dumped the sliced tomatoes in. She spread them out with her fingers, then grabbed a cucumber from the counter. She sliced off the ends, then cut it lengthwise. The blade made a soft thud each time it hit the board. She turned the halves flat-side down, slicing them into thin half-moons, then swept the pieces into the bowl with the tomatoes. She reached for a block of feta, crumbled it between her fingers, and let the white chunks fall over the vegetables.

“You say that now, but wait until you’re making dinner for five every night,” Jess said. Her tone was playful as she tossed the salad with her hands, turning the vegetables over and over until they glistened with oil.

“Six, if you count Macy,” Ethan said, nodding toward the golden retriever sprawled on the mat by the door. Macy’s tail thumped against the floor twice. She lifted her head just enough to see if anyone had dropped something edible. Her eyes tracked Ethan’s movements. Her attention remained unwavering.

Jess shook her head, sprinkling more feta over the salad. She wiped her hands on a kitchen towel. Then she reached for a handful of fresh basil, tearing the leaves into small pieces and letting them flutter down over the salad. “She’s the least picky of all of us.”

The front door opened and closed. The sound was distant but unmistakable. A moment later, Ashley’s voice echoed down the hall, bright and a little breathless. “I brought wine!” she called.

Ethan wiped his hands on a dish towel, rubbing at a spot of sauce on his thumb. He stepped out of the kitchen, crossing the short hallway into the foyer. Ashley stood just inside the door, her cheeks flushed from the walk over. She held a bottle of white wine in one hand and had a canvas tote bag slung over her shoulder. She wore a sundress that clung to her curves. The thin straps slipped down her arms, and she wore a pair of flat sandals. Her brown hair was loose around her shoulders. The ends were ruffled by the breeze.

“Perfect timing,” Ethan said, reaching out to take the wine from her. His fingers closed around the neck of the bottle. His thumb brushed the condensation on the glass. “We’re just finishing up.”

Ashley smiled. Her eyes glanced to Jess as she stepped into the kitchen. She set her tote bag on the counter. The fabric slumped as she let go. “Smells amazing in here.”

Jess shot her a look. One eyebrow was raised. “You’re just saying that because you didn’t have to cook.” She picked up the salad bowl, giving it another toss, then set it in the center of the table.

Ashley shrugged, the straps of her dress slipping a little further down her shoulders. She nudged them back up. Then she reached into her tote, pulling out a small jar of olives and setting it beside the salad. “True. But I do bring gifts.”

Ethan uncorked the wine, twisting the corkscrew into the top of the bottle with steady pressure. He levered the cork out. The pop was muffled by the towel he used to catch any drips. He reached up to the cabinet for three wine glasses, setting them out in a row. He poured a generous measure into each glass. The pale liquid swirled and caught the last of the sunlight. He handed one to Jess, one to Ashley, and kept the third for himself.

Jess raised her glass, holding it up in a toast. “To surviving the storm. I also look forward to not eating canned soup for dinner.” She clinked her glass against Ethan’s, then Ashley’s. The rims rang together.

Ashley laughed, lifting her glass to meet Jess’s. “I’ll drink to that.” She took a sip. The wine was cool on her tongue. Then she set the glass down and began unpacking the rest of her tote—a bag of crusty bread, a wedge of cheese, a small tin of anchovies.

The back door creaked open. The hinges protested. Claire and Victoria stepped in from the yard. Their arms brushed as they crossed the threshold. Claire’s hair was still damp from her shower, darkening the collar of her t-shirt. She wore a loose, faded top over a pair of running shorts, and her long legs were bare. Her blue eyes were bright as she glanced around the kitchen, taking in the table set for dinner—plates stacked, napkins folded, silverware lined up neatly.

Victoria, in her usual crisp white blouse and dark slacks, carried a stack of folded napkins in both hands. The fabric was pressed and immaculate. The corners were aligned. Her green eyes softened as she surveyed the scene. A small smile tugged at her lips.

“Smells incredible,” Claire said, dropping into a chair at the end of the table. She tucked her feet up under her, reaching for her wine glass.

Victoria set the napkins down beside the plates. Then she straightened them, aligning the edges with the rim of the table. She looked over the spread, nodding in approval. “You two outdid yourselves.”

Ethan grinned, feeling the warmth of the moment settle around him. He set the colander of pasta in the center of the table. Then, he used tongs to lift a nest of noodles onto each plate. The pasta glistened with a thin sheen of olive oil. “Jess did most of the work,” he said, glancing at her.

Jess waved him off. Her hand sliced through the air. “He’s lying. It was a team effort.” She reached for the sauce, spooning it over the pasta, careful to distribute the chunks of tomato and garlic evenly.

They gathered around the table, pulling out chairs. The legs scraped against the tile. Jess sat beside Ethan, Ashley across from them, Claire at the head of the table, Victoria to her right. They passed bowls and plates, filling glasses. The conversation flowed as easily as the wine. Jess tore the bread into rough pieces and passed the basket to Claire. Claire buttered a slice. Ashley helped herself to olives, fishing them out with a fork and dropping them onto her plate. Victoria poured more wine, topping off everyone’s glass.

For a while, the only sounds were the clink of silverware against plates and the gentle hum of voices as they caught up, stories about work, about the cleanup after the storm, about the little triumphs and annoyances of the day. Jess recounted a mishap with the generator, miming the sparks that had flown from the panel. Claire described the flooded path behind the house. Her hands sketched the curve of the trail. Victoria listened and nodded. Her hand rested on Claire’s knee beneath the table.

It was Ashley who brought the conversation to a halt. She set her fork down. The tines clinked against her plate. Her fingers curled around the stem of her wine glass. Her knuckles were whitening. She cleared her throat. Her cheeks were coloring as she glanced around the table, her gaze flicking from Jess to Claire to Victoria.

“So, um… I wanted to say something. To all of you.” Her voice was hesitant. The words tumbled out in a rush.

Jess arched an eyebrow, but her tone was gentle. “Go on, Ash.”

Ashley hesitated. Her lips parted as she searched for the right words. She took a breath. Her chest rose beneath the thin fabric of her dress. “I just… I want you all to know that Ethan and I… things have changed between us. We’re, um,” she faltered. Her fingers tightened on the glass. Then she pressed on, her voice stronger. “We’re together now. Romantically. And I just wanted to be honest about it, because I care about all of you, and I don’t want anyone to feel weird or left out.”

There was a brief, charged silence. Claire’s lips twitched, the faintest movement at the corners of her mouth. She exchanged a look with Jess across the table. Jess’s gaze met hers. Her eyebrows lifted just slightly, and a silent communication passed between them. Victoria’s eyes softened. Her expression shifted as she watched Ashley’s face. Victoria reached across the table. Her arm extended over the plates and silverware as she wrapped her fingers around Ashley’s hand. She squeezed gently. Her thumb brushed over Ashley’s knuckles in a steady, reassuring motion.

Jess broke the silence first. Her tone was light, almost teasing. “We know, Ashley.”

Ashley blinked. Her eyes widened as she registered Jess’s words. Her hand stilled under Victoria’s. Her fingers flexed slightly. “You… know?” she managed, her voice uncertain.

Claire grinned. The smile spread across her face until her cheeks lifted. “It’s kind of obvious, Ash. You’ve been glowing all day.” She leaned forward a little, elbows braced on the edge of the table. Her fingers were interlaced in front of her.

Victoria smiled. Her hand was still resting firmly on Ashley’s. “You deserve to be happy. We’re glad you’re with us. All of us.” Her voice was low and warm. Her gaze was unwavering as she spoke.

Ashley let out a shaky laugh. Her shoulders relaxed as she exhaled. The tension in her jaw eased, and a flush crept up her neck. Relief flooded her features, smoothing out the worry lines at the corners of her eyes. “I thought I was being so subtle,” she admitted. Her lips curled into a small, embarrassed smile.

Under the table, Ethan reached over and slid his hand onto Ashley’s knee. He felt the warmth of her skin beneath his touch. His palm pressed against the fabric of her jeans, fingers spreading slightly as he squeezed. The pressure was gentle but steady. Ashley’s leg shifted under his touch. Her knee bumped lightly into his thigh.

“You don’t have to hide anything here,” Ethan said. His voice was quiet but certain.

Ashley looked up. Her gaze moved from Ethan to Claire, then to Jess and Victoria. She took in the familiar faces, the people she’d come to love. Her eyes were shining with unshed tears. Her lips parted, and she drew in a shaky breath. “Thank you. I just… I didn’t want to make things weird.”

Jess leaned back in her chair. The back legs tipped for a moment before she settled again. She crossed her arms over her chest. Her posture relaxed. Her expression softened. The teasing edge was gone. “Ash, if anyone here gets to be happy, it’s you. And as long as you’re not playing favorites with the wine, we’re good.”

Claire giggled. Her laughter bubbled up, and her shoulders shook as she covered her mouth with one hand. Even Victoria let out a quiet laugh. Her lips curved into a rare, unguarded smile.

The tension broke, replaced by an easy warmth that settled over the table. The air felt lighter, the pressure in Ashley’s chest easing as she looked around at the others.

They finished dinner in high spirits. Jess reached for the salad bowl, scooping the last of the greens onto her plate. Claire passed the bread basket to Victoria, who tore off a piece and handed it to Ashley. The conversation shifted, turning to plans for the weekend. Jess mentioned the slow progress on the backyard, describing the stubborn patch of weeds by the fence. Claire suggested they finally have a beach day now that the weather had cleared. Laughter and stories flowed easily, each person chiming in. The group dynamic felt relaxed and familiar.

Ethan watched Ashley as she laughed with Claire. He noticed her smile was unguarded, and her body was relaxed in a way he hadn’t seen before. Ashley leaned back in her chair. Her shoulders were loose, and her hands rested easily in her lap. When Claire made a joke about sunburns, Ashley threw her head back and laughed. The sound rang out across the table.

After the meal, they began clearing the table. Jess stood first, gathering empty plates and stacking them carefully. She moved to the sink and rinsed each plate under the tap. Water splashed against the porcelain. Victoria scraped leftover food into a compost bowl. Claire collected glasses, carrying them in both hands to the counter. Ashley stood and helped Ethan fold the napkins. She smoothed each one flat before stacking them in a neat pile.

Claire opened the fridge and slid the leftover casserole onto the top shelf, nudging aside a jar of pickles. Jess wrapped the salad bowl in plastic, pressing the edges down tight, and set it beside the milk. Victoria wiped down the table with a damp cloth, wiping in slow, even strokes until the wood gleamed.

When the kitchen was tidy, the group drifted toward the living room. Jess and Victoria moved to the couch. Each of them carried their laptops. Jess settled at one end, tucking her feet under her. She opened her laptop with a soft click. Victoria sat beside her. Her knees were angled toward Jess as she powered up her own computer. The two spoke quietly. Their voices were low as they discussed work emails and upcoming deadlines.

Claire disappeared upstairs. The sound of the bathroom door closing drifted down, followed by the faint rush of water as she turned on the shower.

Ethan and Ashley were left alone in the quiet house. Ethan glanced at Ashley. His eyebrows were raised in silent invitation. She smiled and nodded, following him out onto the porch.

The sun was just slipping below the rooftops, painting the sky in streaks of orange and pink. Ethan stepped onto the porch first. The wood creaked under his weight. He walked over to the porch swing, gripping the armrest with one hand as he lowered himself onto the seat. The swing shifted. The chains rattled slightly as he settled in.

Ashley followed, stepping carefully around a pair of muddy boots by the door. She moved to the swing, placing one hand on Ethan’s shoulder as she eased herself down beside him. She tucked her knees up and curled her legs beneath her. Then she leaned into Ethan’s side. Her head found his shoulder, nestling into the space between his neck and collarbone.

Macy wandered out from the hallway. Their golden retriever's nails clicked against the porch floor. She sniffed around Ethan’s feet, then flopped down heavily at their feet. Her head rested on her paws. Ashley reached down and stroked Macy’s fur. Her fingers combed through the soft hair behind the dog’s ear.

They rocked gently. The swing swayed with the breeze. Ashley’s hand found Ethan’s. Her fingers slid between his, each finger interlocking until their hands were joined tightly. She let out a contented sigh. Her shoulders rose and fell as she exhaled. Her eyes drifted over the quiet street. She took in the neat rows of houses, the trimmed hedges, and the glow of porch lights flickering on one by one.

Ethan turned his head and pressed a kiss to her temple. His lips lingered against her skin for a moment. He could feel the warmth of her body pressed against his. He could also feel her breathing.

“You okay?” He asked. His tone was subdued.

She nodded. She snuggled closer, her forehead brushing against his jaw. “I’m perfect. I just… I didn’t expect everyone to be so okay with it. I thought it would be awkward, or that maybe someone would feel left out.” Her voice was quiet. It was also steady.

Ethan squeezed her hand. He rubbed his thumb in slow circles over the back of her hand. “We’re all in this together. Nobody’s left out. And you don’t have to worry about what anyone thinks.”

Ashley smiled, turning her face up to his. Her hair brushed against his cheek as she shifted. “Are you worried about the neighbors seeing us out here? I mean, it’s a small town. People talk.”

Ethan shook his head. His gaze remained steady as he looked down at her. “Let them talk. I’m not ashamed of you, or of us. And after everything we’ve been through, I’m not going to hide what makes me happy.”

Ashley’s expression softened. She leaned in. Her hand came up to cup the side of his face. Her fingers traced the line of his jaw. Her thumb brushed his cheekbone. She pressed her lips to his, slow and sweet. Her mouth moved gently against his. Her lips parted just enough to deepen the kiss. Her breath was warm against his skin.

When they parted, Ashley rested her head on his chest. She pressed her ear over his heart. She could feel the steady beat beneath her cheek, the rise and fall of his breathing. Ethan wrapped his arm around her shoulders, pulling her closer until her body was pressed along his side.

They sat in comfortable silence, watching as the sky faded from orange to deep blue. The first stars appeared overhead, tiny pinpricks of light scattered across the sky. Ashley traced idle patterns on Ethan’s thigh with her fingertips, drawing invisible lines through the fabric of his jeans. The street was quiet, the only sounds the distant silence of the ocean and the occasional bark from a dog down the block.

After a while, Ashley spoke, her voice thoughtful. “What are your plans for tomorrow?”

Ethan smiled, brushing a strand of hair from her cheek. He tucked the loose strand behind her ear. His fingers lingered for a moment against her skin. “I was thinking about taking everyone to the beach. It’s supposed to be warm, and we haven’t had a real beach day since before the storm.”

Ashley’s eyes brightened. Her face lit up. She shifted, sitting up a little straighter. Her hand was still gripping his. “That sounds amazing. I’d love to go.”

“Will you come with us?” Ethan asked. His tone was soft, and his gaze was searching hers.

Ashley nodded. Her smile was wide and genuine. “Of course. I wouldn’t miss it.” She squeezed his hand. Her thumb ran along the side of his palm.

He kissed her again. This time, he lingered, his mouth pressed firmly to hers. He felt the tension of the past weeks melt away. His shoulders dropped as he exhaled. Ashley’s arms wrapped around his neck, holding him close. Her body pressed against his.

For the first time in a long while, the future felt simple. It felt like just a day at the beach, the people he loved, and the promise of more days like this.

They stayed on the swing until the porch light flickered on. The bulb cast a soft, golden glow across the porch boards. The world outside was quiet and safe around them. Inside, the house glowed with laughter and warmth. The light spilled through the windows. Outside, the stars wheeled silently overhead. The night was deepening.


Chapter 20

The morning arrived clear and bright, the kind of day that seemed to promise forgiveness for every storm that had come before. Ethan stood at the kitchen sink, rinsing out a mug. Sunlight poured in through the windows and warmed the tile beneath his bare feet. He turned the mug under the running water, tilting it to catch the last traces of coffee grounds clinging to the bottom. He ran his thumb along the rim, feeling for any grit, then shook out the excess water into the sink. He set the mug upside down on the drying rack, watching a bead of water roll down the side and pool at the base. The sunlight caught the droplets, scattering reflections across the countertop. He flexed his toes against the smooth tile, feeling the subtle chill where the sun hadn’t yet touched.

He glanced outside at the backyard, still a mess of churned dirt and scattered boards. The boards lay at odd angles. Some were half-buried in the earth, while others were stacked haphazardly beside the unfinished deck. Clumps of grass poked through the uneven soil, and a wheelbarrow leaned against the fence, its handles caked with dried mud. Beyond the tumult, the ocean glimmered, blue and endless. The line of the horizon was sharp against the sky. The water shifted with each swell. Sunlight flashed across the surface in patches of silver. Ethan rested his hands on the edge of the sink, letting his gaze linger on the view. The air carried that faint, briny coolness unique to the North Carolina coast, slipping in through the cracked window above the sink and brushing against his skin. For the first time in weeks, Ethan felt the anticipation of a day entirely free. No deadlines, no contractors, no phone calls, just the promise of sun and salt and sand.

He heard laughter from the hallway. The laughter was high and bright. Then he heard the soft thud of feet on the stairs. Jess appeared first. Her black hair was pulled into a high ponytail, and the ends swayed with each step. Sunglasses perched on her head. Their mirrored lenses caught the light. A bright red bikini top peeked out from beneath a loose white shirt, the fabric thin enough to hint at the shape beneath. She grinned. Her teeth flashed as she crossed the kitchen in three quick strides. She reached for the fruit bowl on the counter. Her fingers curled around a banana. She peeled it in two quick motions. The yellow skin came away in neat strips. She took a bite, chewing with exaggerated satisfaction.

“Ready for the beach? Or are we still pretending we’re going to get any work done today?” she teased, her tone light.

Ethan smiled, setting the mug aside and wiping his damp hands on a dish towel draped over his shoulder. He leaned back against the counter. His arms were folded loosely. “It’s a day off. The only thing on my schedule is making sure everyone has enough sunscreen.”

Jess snorted, taking another bite of banana. She pointed the half-eaten fruit at him. “You’d better. If I burn, you’re the one who’s going to have to rub aloe all over me.” She raised her eyebrows, the challenge clear.

Ashley appeared next. Her hair was styled in a loose braid that hung over one shoulder, and a few strands escaped to frame her face. A short floral coverup was wrapped around her waist. The hem fluttered as she walked. She carried a straw bag in one hand, and the woven handle left faint indentations on her palm. In the other hand, she held a bottle of sunscreen. Her hazel eyes sparkled as she set the bag down on the kitchen table. The bottom thumped softly against the wood. She stretched up on her toes. She rolled her shoulders back and extended the sunscreen toward Ethan.

“Can you help me with my back?” she asked, holding out the sunscreen. “I always miss a spot.”

Ethan took the bottle from her. He felt the cool plastic against his palm. He unscrewed the cap, flipping it open with his thumb. He then squeezed a generous amount into his hand. The lotion was thick and cold, pooling in his palm. Ashley turned away from him, letting her coverup slip down her arms. The fabric slid over her skin, catching briefly at her elbows. She shrugged it off completely, revealing the bright coral bikini she’d worn in the sauna. The straps cut across her shoulder blades, the color vivid against her tanned skin.

He rubbed his hands together. He spread the lotion evenly across his fingers, then pressed his palms to her shoulders. He started at the top, fingers splayed. He worked the lotion into her skin with firm, slow circles. His thumbs traced the line of her shoulder blades, careful to cover every inch. He moved lower, gliding his hands over the curve of her back, making sure to reach the spots just beneath the straps. The lotion left her skin slick and shining in the sunlight. Ashley closed her eyes and let out a contented sigh. Her shoulders relaxed under his touch.

“Don’t get distracted,” Jess warned. She was grinning as she watched them from her perch on the stool. She swung her legs back and forth. Her heels tapped against the rung.

Ashley giggled, glancing over her shoulder at Ethan. “He’s very thorough.” Her eyes sparkled with mischief.

“I try,” Ethan replied, finishing up with a final pass along the sides of her ribs. He wiped the excess lotion from his hands onto his own forearm, then gave Ashley’s shoulder a gentle squeeze. “All set.”

Ashley slipped her coverup back on, pulling the fabric up over her hips and tying it in a quick knot at her waist. She turned to Jess, holding out the bottle of sunscreen. Jess handed it right back to Ethan. She was grinning as she flopped onto a kitchen stool. She spun the seat so her back faced him. Then, she pulled her ponytail to one side, exposing the nape of her neck. She leaned forward, elbows on her knees. She presented her back, the white shirt falling open to reveal the line where her swimsuit tied.

“Do your worst, architect,” she teased, glancing at him over her shoulder.

Ethan squeezed more lotion into his palm. Then he rubbed his hands together again. He placed his hands on Jess’s shoulders. His fingers worked the lotion into her skin. He started at the base of her neck, with his thumbs circling just above her spine. Then he moved outward, massaging the lotion into her deltoids. He traced the line of her swimsuit, careful not to miss the spot where the thin red ties crossed behind her. He pressed his thumbs into the muscles at the top of her shoulders, kneading gently. Then he smoothed the lotion down over her upper back. Jess let her head fall forward, and her ponytail swung as she hummed in appreciation.

“Not bad,” she said. Her voice was muffled. “You could have a second career.”

Claire burst into the kitchen. Her blonde hair was still damp from her shower, and the strands clung to her neck and cheeks. A blue bikini peeked out from beneath a cropped t-shirt. The fabric clung to her skin where it was still damp. She was already barefoot, her toes leaving faint prints on the tile. A towel was slung over her shoulder. She bounced on her toes, shifting her weight from foot to foot, her energy infectious.

“Let’s go!” she exclaimed, bouncing again for emphasis. “The tide’s going to be perfect for boogie boarding and Macy’s already losing her mind.” She swung the towel off her shoulder, winding it around her wrist.

As if on cue, Macy bounded in from the hallway. Her nails clicked against the tile, and her tail wagged so hard that her whole hindquarters swayed. Her tongue lolled out the side of her mouth. It was pink and wet, and she panted with excitement. She circled Claire’s legs, weaving between her ankles. Then she barked once, sharp and demanding, before darting toward the back door. She skidded to a stop. Her nose pressed to the glass, fogging it with each breath.

Victoria entered last. She was a little more reserved, but she had a smile that reached her green eyes. She wore a dark green one-piece, the high-cut legs visible beneath a linen wrap knotted at her hip. She carried her sunglasses in one hand. Her other hand rested lightly on the counter as she paused beside Ethan.

“Did you pack snacks?” she asked.

He nodded, gesturing to the cooler by the door. The hard plastic lid was snapped shut. A folded towel was resting on top. “Fruit, sandwiches, drinks, and dog treats. I even remembered the frisbee.” He tapped the side of the cooler with his foot.

Victoria’s lips curled in a satisfied smile. “Impressive.” She slipped her sunglasses on, pushing them up the bridge of her nose.

They gathered their things. Towels were stacked in a neat pile. Folding chairs were collapsed and hooked over their arms. The boogie board was tucked under Claire’s arm. Macy’s leash was clipped to her collar. Ashley slung her straw bag over her shoulder, double-checking the contents by peeking inside and adjusting the sunscreen bottle so it wouldn’t leak. Jess grabbed her tote, stuffing her shirt inside and adjusting her sunglasses. Ethan picked up the cooler, shifting its weight to find the most comfortable grip. Victoria grabbed an extra water bottle and tucked it into the side pocket of her bag.

They made their way out the back, stepping carefully over patches of uneven dirt and around stray boards. Macy tugged at the leash, eager. Her nails dug furrows into the earth as she strained forward. Claire skipped ahead. The boogie board bumped against her hip. Jess and Victoria walked side by side, chatting quietly. Ashley paused to close the gate behind them, making sure the latch clicked shut.

The sandy path beyond the yard was edged by tufts of grass and wildflowers. The stalks brushed against their calves as they walked. The sand was soft and pale underfoot. Grains stuck to their toes and the soles of their feet. The dunes rose on either side, cresting in gentle slopes, dotted with clusters of yellow and purple blooms. The breeze picked up, cool against their skin. It ruffled shirts and tugged at loose strands of hair. The ocean’s distant roar grew louder with every step, the rhythm of the waves steady and inviting.

The beach itself was mostly empty, as usual. A few locals were walking their dogs far down the shoreline, their figures small against the sweep of sand. Otherwise, the stretch of beach was theirs alone. The waves rolled in, gentle and foaming. The water sparkled beneath the morning sun. Sunlight glinted off the crests, sending flashes of white across the surface.

Claire was the first to drop her towel, letting it fall in a heap on the sand. She tucked the boogie board under one arm and sprinted toward the surf. Her feet kicked up arcs of sand behind her. “Last one in buys ice cream!” She shouted over her shoulder. Her laughter carried on the wind.

Victoria shook her head, but she was smiling. She spread her towel in a wide arc, smoothing the corners flat with her palms. She set up the umbrella. She drove the pointed end deep into the sand, twisting the pole back and forth until it held firm. She opened the canopy, angling it to cast a broad shadow.

Jess laid out beside her, sunglasses on, stretching luxuriously as she settled in. She crossed her ankles, wiggled her toes, and adjusted her bikini top beneath the loose shirt. After that, she lay back, arms folded behind her head.

Ashley set her bag down and peeled off her coverup, untying the knot and letting the fabric slide down her legs. She straightened. This movement revealed the full expanse of her bikini, the coral fabric hugging her curves. She caught Ethan’s eye and grinned, a little shy but mostly proud. “Coming in?” she asked.

“In a bit,” he said. “Let me get Macy set up.” He unclipped the leash from Macy’s collar, letting her bound forward into the sand, then bent to open the cooler and pull out her water bowl, setting it down beside the umbrella.

He unclipped Macy’s leash. His thumb pressed the metal latch and slid it free from the collar. The leash fell limp in his hand as Macy’s ears perked up. Her gaze was locked on the bright orange frisbee. He wound his arm back, fingers gripping the edge. Then he flicked his wrist and sent the frisbee spinning through the air in a flat arc toward the water’s edge. Macy’s body tensed for a split second. Then she launched forward, her paws digging into the soft sand and flinging up a spray behind her. She bounded across the beach, her muscles rippling beneath her golden fur. She then plunged into the shallows, water parting around her chest and splashing up over her back. She snatched the frisbee from the wet sand with her teeth, her tail wagging furiously as she trotted back. Drops of water flew from her coat. She stopped in front of Victoria and lowered her head, letting the frisbee fall at Victoria’s bare feet. Then she looked up expectantly, her tongue lolling.

Victoria laughed. The sound was bright and unguarded. She bent forward, brushing grains of sand from her thighs with both hands. Her fingers worked in quick, brisk motions to dislodge the sticky grit clinging to her damp skin. “She’s already having the best day,” Victoria said, glancing at Ethan with a smile as she shook the last of the sand from her hands.

Ashley jogged toward the water. She was standing a few feet away, and her ponytail bounced with each step. She slowed as she neared the edge, lifting her arms to balance herself on the uneven, wet sand. She hesitated for a moment. Then she stepped forward, letting the first foamy wave break over her feet. She squealed. The cold bit into her skin, and she hopped back half a step before grinning and wading in deeper. She lifted her knees high, shivering as the chill crept up her calves and thighs. She then turned and waved both arms overhead, signaling for Ethan to join her.

Ethan followed. He stepped off the dry sand and onto the firmer, wet shoreline. He walked forward, feeling the temperature drop as the water lapped at his ankles, then his shins. He sucked in a breath as the next wave surged higher, soaking his shorts and chilling his skin. He kept moving. Each step sank slightly into the sand beneath the water until he was waist-deep. He glanced at Ashley. She was waiting for him with a mischievous grin. She cupped her hands and sent a spray of water toward his chest. The droplets splattered across his skin. He jerked sideways, dodging most of it. He splashed her back, catching her in the side. Ashley giggled. She twisted away from the splash, and together they braced themselves as the next wave rolled in. They ducked under at the same time. Ethan squeezed his eyes shut as the cold water rushed over his head. He pushed off the bottom with his toes and surfaced beside Ashley, blinking water from his lashes.

Claire paddled past them on her surfboard. Her arms sliced through the water in steady strokes. Her dark hair was plastered to her cheeks and forehead. Droplets were clinging to her skin. She laughed. Her voice carried over the water. “You two are slow!” she called, flashing them a grin before turning her board to catch the next swell. She shifted her weight, knees bent, and rode the wave all the way to the shore. Her body was balanced and sure.

Ethan turned to look back at the beach. Jess was stretched out on her towel. Her body was angled to catch the sun. Her sunglasses hid her eyes, but her head was tipped back and her neck was exposed. She soaked up the warmth. Victoria sat beside her, with her legs folded beneath her. The paperback was open in her lap. Every few minutes, Victoria’s eyes flicked up from the page, tracking Macy as the dog darted in and out of the foam, chasing after the frisbee and barking at the retreating tide. The sight of the two women was comforting. Jess was so relaxed, and Victoria was so quietly attentive. This sent a wave of quiet contentment through Ethan, settling deep in his chest.

Ashley floated next to him. She spread her arms wide to keep her balance. Her hair fanned out on the surface. Strands drifted with the current. She turned onto her back. Her face tilted toward the sun, and her eyes were closed. The sunlight glinted off the water, and it cast shifting patterns across her cheeks and collarbones. “I could stay here forever,” she murmured, her voice soft and low.

Ethan reached over, stretching his arm across the water until his hand found her stomach. He let his palm rest there, fingers splayed, feeling the rise and fall of her breath beneath his touch. He felt the gentle rhythm of her breathing beneath his touch. “Me too,” he said, his tone subdued.

They lingered in the water, letting the current carry them a few feet this way and that. Ashley drifted closer, her shoulder brushing his. She talked, and her words tumbled out in a gentle stream. She spoke about a book she wanted to read and about how she’d finally started to feel like she belonged here, not just in the house but with all of them. Ethan listened, nodding. His attention was fixed on her face. He noticed the way her mouth curved when she spoke and the earnestness in her eyes when she glanced at him. He felt the worries of work, the pressure of deadlines, and the memory of the storm recede with each minute. They became as distant as the horizon.

Eventually, they turned. They made their way back to shore. Ethan moved slowly. The water dragged at his legs. When he reached the shallows, he bent to rinse the sand from his feet. After that, he stepped onto the dry beach. He dropped onto his towel beside Jess. The fabric was warm from the sun. Jess shifted, cracking one eye open and offering him a lazy smile.

“You look happy,” she said, her voice drowsy.

“I am,” Ethan replied, glancing at Ashley, who stood a few feet away, wringing out her hair with both hands, twisting the long strands and squeezing water onto the sand. Claire was beside her, laughing as she shook droplets from her arms.

Jess rolled onto her side, propping herself up on one elbow. She tucked her other hand beneath her cheek. “You know, I think this is the first time since the storm that I’ve actually felt normal again.”

Ethan nodded, the truth of her words settling inside him like a stone. “Me too.”

Victoria closed her book, marking her place with a slip of paper before tucking it into her bag. She looked up at Ethan. Her gaze was gentle, and pride shone in her eyes. “You did good, you know. All of this, bringing us together, keeping us safe, making this place feel like home.”

He shrugged, glancing down at his hands. He felt a little embarrassed by the praise but was grateful for it. “I couldn’t have done it without all of you.”

Jess reached over. Her fingers wrapped around his hand and squeezed. “We know. But you’re the reason we’re here.”

Macy trotted over. Her fur was still damp. She dropped the frisbee in Ethan’s lap. She looked up at him. Her tail was wagging as she waited. He laughed, picking up the frisbee and tossing it down the beach. Macy spun and tore after it. Sand sprayed from her paws as her body became a blur of motion.

Claire and Ashley flopped down onto their towels. They were both breathing hard, and their hair was tangled from the waves. Claire grinned. Her cheeks were flushed. “I think I swallowed half the ocean.”

Ashley giggled, rolling onto her stomach and propping her chin on her hands. “Worth it.”

They opened the cooler, passing around containers and bags. Ethan plucked a handful of cold grapes, popping them into his mouth one at a time, feeling the burst of cool juice. Ashley unwrapped a sandwich. She took a big bite and grinned at Claire, who was already reaching for the chips. Jess dug out a bottle of water, unscrewing the cap and taking a slow drink. Victoria nibbled on a cracker. Her legs were stretched out, and her toes flexed in the sun.

The conversation drifted. Each topic blended into the next. Jess insisted they needed a fire pit for the backyard, outlining her vision with animated gestures. Claire described her favorite beach trip as a kid. Her voice grew soft and nostalgic. Ashley suggested another trip together once the business settled down, her tone hopeful. The hours slipped by. The sun arced higher and then began its descent. The tide inched up the sand.

Ethan lay back, stretching out. His body sank into the towel. He closed his eyes, letting the warmth seep into his skin. Around him, the others talked and laughed. Their voices wove together. Claire’s laughter rang out. Victoria murmured quiet observations. Jess teased Ashley about her sunburn. Ashley spun gentle stories about her childhood. Macy barked in the distance, chasing a gull along the surf, her energy endless.

At one point, Ashley rolled over. She pressed her cheek to Ethan’s chest. Her hair trailed across his ribs. It felt damp and cool. She traced slow, idle circles on his stomach with the tip of her finger. Jess stretched out beside him. Her hand rested on his bicep, and her thumb moved in small strokes. Claire and Victoria lay nearby. Their legs were tangled together, and their heads were close as they whispered about nothing in particular.

Ethan opened his eyes, staring up at the endless blue sky. For the first time in weeks, he felt not just content, but complete. The turmoil and uncertainty of the past, the storm, the tension with Tom, the long hours, had led to this—a simple day at the beach. The sun warmed his face, the ocean was behind him, and the women he loved were all around.

Ethan drew in a long breath. The cool breeze brushed over his skin and carried away the last traces of worry. Everything he’d worked for, everything he’d risked, was here in this moment. He reached for Ashley’s hand, and their fingers tangled together. He then squeezed gently. She looked up at him. Her eyes were shining.

“Thank you,” she whispered, so softly he almost missed it.

He leaned down, pressing his lips to her forehead. “For what?”

“For all of this,” she said. Her voice trembled with feeling. “For making me feel like I belong.”

Ethan smiled, brushing a strand of hair from her cheek with his knuckles. “You always did.”

The sun began to drop, painting the sky with streaks of gold and pink. Claire sat up, brushing sand from her legs with both hands. She watched the changing sky. “We should do this more often,” she said softly.

Jess nodded, her voice content. “Agreed.”

Victoria stretched. Her wrap fluttered in the breeze as she reached both arms overhead. “Next time, I’m bringing an umbrella. I’ll be red as a lobster tomorrow.”

Ethan laughed, reaching for the empty water bottles and gathering them together. He lifted his towel, shaking it out, watching the sand scatter in a wide arc. “It was a good day.”


Afterword

Thanks for reading! I hope you enjoyed.




If you enjoyed this book, I would be incredibly grateful for a review, as it genuinely helps. It also helps me know whether I should continue with the series. Recommending this book to others is a great way to help as well. 
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