

Chapter 1.

The late afternoon sun filtered through the stained-glass windows of the small countryside chapel, casting streaks of amber and crimson onto the polished wooden pews. Ethan adjusted his tie for what felt like the hundredth time, his jaw tightening as he glanced at the clock on the far wall. The ceremony was running late, and while the rest of the guests seemed content to chat and mingle, he was itching to leave already. Weddings weren’t his thing—especially when they involved his dad.

He leaned against the far wall, hands shoved deep into the pockets of his tailored black slacks, scanning the crowd with a practiced indifference. His dad, David, stood near the altar, beaming like a man who’d just hit the jackpot on a slot machine. Beside him was Melissa, the bride—Ethan’s soon-to-be stepmother—who wore an elegant cream-colored dress and a smile so bright it belonged in a toothpaste commercial. She seemed nice enough, Ethan supposed. Polite. Warm. The kind of woman who baked cookies for neighbors and actually remembered birthdays. But this whole thing still felt rushed, like a Hallmark movie on fast-forward.

Ethan’s gaze drifted to the guests, a sea of unfamiliar faces dressed in their Sunday best, laughing and clinking glasses of champagne. He didn’t recognize a single person aside from the bride and groom. Typical. His dad had a knack for surrounding himself with people Ethan barely knew—or didn’t care to know.

“Hey, you must be Ethan. The mysterious big brother.”

The cheerful voice caught him off guard. He turned his head, his eyes landing on a girl in a pale blue dress. She was petite, with wavy auburn hair that framed her face in soft curls. Her green eyes sparkled with a mix of curiosity and mischief, like she’d just walked into a room full of secrets she couldn’t wait to uncover. In one hand, she balanced a plate of hors d'oeuvres—a precarious pile of cheese cubes, crackers, and some kind of fancy meat he couldn’t identify. In the other, she gestured vaguely toward him, as though she were introducing herself to a crowd.

“I’m Lily,” she said, smiling brightly. “Melissa’s daughter. So, I guess that makes us… step-siblings now? Isn’t that wild?”

Ethan blinked, momentarily thrown off by her energy. “Uh, yeah,” he said, straightening up. “Wild.”

Lily tilted her head, studying him like he was some kind of science experiment gone wrong. “Huh. You don’t look very excited about this whole ‘blended family’ thing. Not a fan of weddings?”

He shrugged, his fingers tightening around the edge of his pocket. “They’re fine. Just not my scene.”

“Ah, the brooding type,” she said, popping a cherry tomato into her mouth with an air of dramatic flair. “Let me guess—you’re a college student. Probably majoring in something super serious, like finance or engineering.”

Ethan raised an eyebrow, unimpressed by her psychic routine. “Business,” he corrected. “And you must be in high school. Let me guess—artsy, rebellious, does whatever she wants?”

Lily grinned, clearly not offended. “Wow, nailed it. You’re, like, a psychic or something.”

“Or something,” Ethan muttered, already regretting engaging in the conversation. His plan had been to endure the ceremony in silence, maybe sneak out early if no one noticed. But now, he was stuck talking to Melissa’s daughter—his new stepsister, apparently. Great.

Lily, however, seemed oblivious to his reluctance. She leaned casually against the wall beside him, her plate of hors d'oeuvres wobbling dangerously in her hand. “So, what’s your deal? Do you live around here?”

“No,” he said curtly. “I’m in the city. Senior year at college. I work part-time, too. Keeps me busy.”

“Ah, the responsible older sibling,” Lily said, nodding sagely like she was piecing together his entire personality in real-time. “I bet you’re the type who never breaks the rules, huh? Straight A’s, early to bed, early to rise…”

Ethan glanced at her, his lips twitching into the faintest hint of a smile. “You talk a lot, don’t you?”

“Yep,” she said without hesitation, popping a cracker into her mouth. “It’s one of my many talents.”

He studied her for a moment, trying to figure her out. She was nothing like he’d expected. For someone who’d just been thrown into this awkward family mashup, she seemed… oddly fine with it. Maybe too fine, Ethan thought. Wasn’t there supposed to be some kind of adjustment period? A little awkwardness? Instead, she was standing here, cracking jokes and eating hors d'oeuvres like this was any other Saturday. It was almost impressive.

“So, how do you feel about all this?” Ethan asked, surprising himself. He wasn’t usually the type to dig into small talk, but something about her made him curious.

Lily shrugged, her green eyes sparkling with amusement. “It’s not the weirdest thing that’s ever happened to me. My mom’s happy, so I figure, why not? Plus, free cake.” She paused, tilting her head at him. “You’re not gonna be one of those angsty stepbrothers who sulks in the corner at family dinners, are you? Because that would really kill the vibe.”

Ethan snorted, the sound escaping before he could stop it. “I’ll try to keep the sulking to a minimum.”

“Good,” Lily said with mock seriousness. “Because I have high standards for step-siblings. Like, bare minimum, you’ve gotta help me move heavy furniture and share your Netflix password.”

“Noted,” Ethan said dryly, though he couldn’t help the small smirk tugging at the corner of his mouth. She was relentless, he’d give her that.

Before he could come up with a response, the organ began to play, signaling the start of the ceremony. Lily perked up, finishing the last bite of her snack and dusting off her hands.

“Well, duty calls,” she said with a wink. “See you on the other side, big bro.”

Ethan frowned at the nickname but didn’t have time to respond before she darted off toward the front row, her blue dress swishing behind her. He shook his head, watching her go. How did someone like that even exist? Carefree, cheerful, and completely unbothered by the chaos of a new family dynamic. She was nothing like him, that much was certain.

As he took his seat near the back, he couldn’t help but think that this “blended family” thing was going to be a lot more unpredictable than he’d anticipated.

The ceremony itself was beautiful—if a little overly sentimental for Ethan’s taste. The stained-glass windows bathed the room in soft colors as Melissa and David exchanged vows so heartfelt they sounded like they’d been lifted straight from the script of a romance movie. The crowd sniffled and dabbed at their eyes with tissues, leaning into the emotional moment. Ethan, seated toward the back, clapped politely when it was over and immediately began plotting his exit strategy. He wasn’t coldhearted—just practical. Weddings weren’t his scene. Too much fuss, too many people, and way too many reasons to stand around awkwardly pretending he wanted to be there.

Unfortunately, his dad had other plans.

“Ethan, come over here!” David’s voice rang out, bright and cheerful, cutting through the post-ceremony hum of conversation. He was standing near the front with Melissa and Lily, gesturing for Ethan to join them as the photographer adjusted his camera settings.

Ethan sighed, his shoulders slumping. Of course. The family photos. He weaved through the crowd, dodging tipsy aunts, overzealous uncles, and a few kids running wild in the aisle. His dad’s grin grew wider as he approached, which somehow made Ethan feel guiltier for wanting to leave early.

Melissa was glowing in her wedding dress, clutching a bouquet of pale pink roses. Standing beside her was Lily, a smaller version of her mom, except a lot more lively. She wore a mischievous grin that widened when she saw Ethan.

“Hey again,” Lily said, her green eyes sparkling with amusement. “Smile for the camera, Mr. Business.”

Ethan’s jaw tightened slightly, but he forced a polite smile. “Don’t call me that,” he muttered under his breath.

“Why not? It suits you,” she whispered back, shifting her bouquet to one hand as the photographer raised his camera. “All serious and responsible. I bet you even have a color-coded planner.”

Before Ethan could respond, the photographer barked, “Alright, big smiles, everyone!”

Melissa beamed, David’s arm wrapped proudly around her waist. Ethan felt Lily step closer to him—too close for someone he’d met less than two hours ago. He could feel her energy radiating like a heat lamp, and it was both distracting and annoying. He plastered on a smile, the kind that said I’m here against my will but trying to be nice, and waited for the flash to go off.

As the photographer moved to adjust his angle, Lily leaned in closer, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. “You know, you’re pretty good at that whole ‘pretending to be happy’ thing. Almost convincing.”

Ethan didn’t look at her, keeping his eyes on the camera. “Thanks,” he said dryly. “I’ll add it to my resume.”

Lily stifled a laugh, her shoulders shaking slightly. “You should. Right under ‘Professional Brooder’ and ‘Avoider of Fun.’”

Ethan’s lips twitched, but he refused to give her the satisfaction of a full smile. “And you should put ‘Talks Too Much’ at the top of yours.”

“Already there,” she shot back, winking at him as the photographer called for another round of smiles.

Ethan exhaled through his nose, glancing at her out of the corner of his eye. How was she so effortlessly… cheerful? It was unnatural. Irritating, even. She’d just been thrown into this whole blended family situation, yet she was acting like it was the best thing that had ever happened to her. Meanwhile, Ethan was still trying to wrap his head around the fact that his dad had gotten remarried in what felt like record time.

The photographer finally lowered his camera, signaling a break, and Ethan immediately stepped back, loosening his tie with one hand. But Lily wasn’t done with him.

“You’re a natural,” she said, casually twirling a strand of her auburn hair around her finger. “For someone who looks like he’d rather be anywhere else, you sure clean up well.”

Ethan gave her a flat look. “Glad I’ve got your approval.”

“You’re welcome,” she said brightly. “Although…” She tilted her head, pretending to study him. “You could’ve tried a little harder with the smile. Maybe thrown in some teeth. Would it kill you to look like you’re having fun?”

“I am having fun,” Ethan deadpanned.

She raised an eyebrow. “Really? Because you’ve got the same expression as a guy stuck in traffic behind a garbage truck.”

“It’s a gift,” he replied, his tone so dry it could’ve started a brush fire.

Lily laughed again, and Ethan couldn’t help but notice how her laugh was the kind that drew attention—not loud, but infectious. It made a few nearby guests glance over with curious smiles, which only made Ethan feel more self-conscious. He wasn’t used to being the center of attention, and Lily seemed to thrive in it.

“So,” she said, shifting her bouquet to her other hand. “What’s next on your agenda, Mr. Business? Sneaking out before the cake cutting? Hiding in your car until the reception’s over?”

Ethan rubbed the back of his neck. “Something like that.”

“Figures,” she said, shaking her head with mock disappointment. “You don’t strike me as the ‘dancing under twinkly lights’ type.”

He gave her a sideways glance. “And you do?”

“Obviously,” she said, as if it were the most obvious thing in the world. “I’ve been practicing my moves for weeks. They’re gonna be talking about me on the dance floor for years.”

“I’ll make sure to miss that,” Ethan said, his lips twitching into the faintest hint of a smirk.

Lily gasped in mock offense, clutching her chest like he’d just insulted her honor. “Wow. You really are the fun police.”

“Just doing my job,” Ethan replied, adjusting his tie again.

She leaned closer, her voice dropping like she was letting him in on a secret. “You know, you’re allowed to have fun, right? It’s a wedding, not a board meeting.”

“That’s your opinion,” he said without missing a beat.

Lily grinned, clearly enjoying herself. “Fair enough. But I’m taking it as a personal challenge to get you to loosen up tonight.”

“Good luck with that,” Ethan said, already taking a step back toward the edge of the crowd.

“Oh, I don’t need luck,” she called after him, her voice teasing. “You’re way more predictable than you think, Mr. Business.”

Ethan shook his head, retreating toward the drink table as she turned back to rejoin her mom. He couldn’t decide if she was annoying or… oddly entertaining. Probably both. Either way, he had a feeling avoiding her for the rest of the night was going to be harder than he thought.

Later that evening, the reception was in full swing. Twinkling string lights crisscrossed the open-air dance floor, casting a warm glow over the scene. Guests were scattered across the space—some on the dance floor, others mingling by the dessert table, their laughter and chatter blending with the upbeat music blaring from the speakers. The DJ was doing his best to keep the energy high, cycling through a playlist of wedding classics that had people of all ages busting questionable moves.

Ethan, however, had retreated to a quiet corner near the edge of the festivities, nursing a glass of water. He leaned back in his chair, watching the chaos from a safe distance. A group of middle-aged uncles in ill-fitting suits were attempting to pull off the Macarena, while a kid with a bowtie too big for his neck was zigzagging through the crowd with a look of pure sugar-fueled determination. The whole scene felt a little too loud, a little too messy—basically, everything Ethan tried to avoid.

“Not a dancer, huh?”

The familiar voice broke through his thoughts. He didn’t even need to look to know who it was.

Lily plopped into the seat beside him, her pale blue dress slightly wrinkled from God knows what. She had a glass of what looked like sparkling cider in one hand and a mischievous smile plastered across her face, as if she’d just caught him hiding from a pop quiz.

“Not really,” Ethan replied, glancing sideways at her. “You?”

“Eh, I dabble,” Lily said, shrugging as she leaned back in her chair, mimicking his posture. “But I’m more of a people-watcher. And right now, you’re way more interesting than the dance floor.”

Ethan raised an eyebrow, taking a sip of his water. “How am I more interesting than drunk relatives embarrassing themselves to ‘Uptown Funk’?”

“Because you’re sitting here like it’s a funeral instead of a wedding,” she said, tilting her head toward him. “Seriously, you look like someone just told you the cake was gluten-free.”

Ethan’s lips twitched into a faint smirk. “I’m fine. Just… not my kind of scene.”

“Yeah, I picked up on that,” Lily said, swirling the liquid in her glass like she was at some kind of fancy wine tasting. “But come on, it’s not that bad. Free food, good music, new family… What more could you want?”

Ethan gave her a skeptical sideways glance. “You mean besides peace and quiet?”

“Oh, lighten up, Mr. Business,” Lily said, nudging his arm playfully. “You’re at a wedding, not a shareholder meeting.”

He shook his head, his smirk widening just slightly. “You’re really committed to calling me that, aren’t you?”

“Absolutely,” Lily said, grinning. “It’s either that or ‘Captain Buzzkill.’ Take your pick.”

Ethan exhaled a small laugh through his nose, shaking his head. “You’re relentless.”

“I’ve been told it’s one of my best traits,” she replied, leaning forward to rest her chin in her hand. Her tone shifted, just a notch softer. “So, what’s the deal, then? Why are you really sitting over here, avoiding the fun like it’s contagious?”

Ethan hesitated, swirling the remaining water in his glass as he considered his response. “It’s just… a lot, I guess. This whole thing is happening so fast.”

Lily’s playful grin dimmed slightly, replaced by something closer to understanding. She set her glass down on the table and turned to face him fully. “Yeah, I get that. My mom’s always been kind of impulsive, but this is next-level, even for her.”

Ethan raised an eyebrow. “Your mom’s impulsive?”

“Oh, yeah,” Lily said, rolling her eyes dramatically. “There was this one time she bought a trampoline on a whim because she thought it would ‘bring the family closer.’ Spoiler alert: it didn’t. But at least we have some hilarious hospital bills to show for it.”

Ethan snorted at that, the image of Melissa on a trampoline flashing through his mind. “Sounds… fun.”

“It was,” Lily said with a grin. “Right up until my uncle tried to do a backflip.”

Ethan shook his head, a faint smile tugging at his lips despite himself. He glanced back at the dance floor, where David and Melissa were slow dancing, looking all too happy for a couple who’d only been married for a few hours. The sight made him feel a mix of emotions he couldn’t quite pin down, so he turned back to Lily instead.

“Still, this is a little different than a trampoline,” he said. “Marriage is pretty permanent.”

“True,” Lily said, nodding thoughtfully. “But hey, at least they seem happy. Plus, if it gets too weird, we can form a secret alliance.”

Ethan blinked, caught off guard. “A secret alliance?”

“Yeah.” She leaned in slightly, lowering her voice like they were co-conspirators. “You know, to survive all the awkward family stuff. If things get too lovey-dovey, or if our parents start doing that gross thing where they call each other pet names in public, we can be each other’s escape plan.”

Ethan tilted his head, pretending to consider it. “What would this escape plan involve?”

“Oh, I don’t know,” Lily said, waving a hand as if improvising. “Probably sneaking out the back door with a plate full of cake. Maybe faking a phone call. Bonus points if we can make it look dramatic.”

Ethan chuckled softly, shaking his head. “You’re ridiculous.”

“Ridiculously brilliant,” Lily corrected, her grin returning. “Come on, you know it’s a good idea. I’ll even let you drive.”

“How generous,” Ethan said dryly.

Lily held out her hand. “So? Deal?”

Ethan hesitated for a moment, then shook her hand. “Deal.”

“Great.” She leaned back in her chair, looking satisfied. “I think this might be the start of a beautiful secret alliance.”

Ethan rolled his eyes, but the faint smile on his face betrayed him. For the first time that evening, he didn’t feel quite so out of place.

By the time the reception ended, Ethan was more than ready to leave. His tie had been loosened, his patience stretched thin, and his general tolerance for small talk completely obliterated. He’d slipped out as soon as it was socially acceptable, leaving the final rounds of hugs, toasts, and “one last dances” to his dad and Melissa.

The house was dark and quiet when he arrived, a stark contrast to the chaos of the day. It was big—too big, honestly—with high ceilings and rooms that seemed to echo even the softest sounds. It still felt strange to think of it as home. He wasn’t used to this level of… fanciness. His dad had always been more of a “comfortable couch and takeout pizza” kind of guy, but Melissa’s influence was written all over the place, from the polished hardwood floors to the tasteful modern art that hung on the walls.

Ethan retreated to his room, unpacking his bag in an almost mechanical rhythm. It was something to do, at least. The room itself was decent—clean, spacious, neutral—but it lacked personality. It didn’t help that every time he looked out the window, he was met with an eerily perfect view of the sprawling backyard, complete with perfectly trimmed hedges and a fountain that seemed unnecessary on every possible level. He sighed, rubbing the back of his neck. This was going to take some getting used to.

After tossing his now-wrinkled dress shirt onto the armchair in the corner, Ethan decided he needed water—something cold to clear his head. He headed toward the kitchen, the house annoyingly quiet except for the soft creak of the floorboards beneath his feet. He was still trying to remember where the light switches were when he rounded a corner and nearly collided with someone.

“Whoa, sorry!”

Ethan stepped back, startled, and found himself face-to-face with Lily. She was no longer in her wedding-ready attire, but instead in rumpled pajamas—plaid pants that looked like they’d been stolen from a Christmas catalog and an oversized t-shirt that hung loosely on her frame. Her auburn hair was pulled up into a messy bun, a few stray strands sticking out like she hadn’t bothered to check a mirror. She looked completely different now—more relaxed, less polished—but just as vibrant as she had earlier.

“It’s fine,” Ethan said, stepping aside to let her pass. “Didn’t think anyone else was up.”

“Couldn’t sleep,” Lily said, shrugging. “New house and all. You?”

“Same,” Ethan admitted, though he wasn’t sure if it was the new house or just the lingering weight of the day.

They stood there for a moment in the dim hallway, the faint glow of a nightlight from the far end casting soft shadows on the walls. The silence between them felt heavier than it should have, like there was something unspoken hovering just out of reach.

Lily tilted her head slightly, studying him the way she had earlier at the reception. “So, what’s the verdict?” she asked, breaking the quiet. “On the house, I mean. Too big? Too fancy? Or just the right amount of ‘why is there a fountain in the backyard?’”

Ethan couldn’t help the small smirk that tugged at his lips. “Definitely the fountain. Completely unnecessary.”

“Right?” Lily said, her eyes lighting up. “I mean, who even uses fountains? Are we supposed to throw coins in and make wishes? Because if we are, I’m pretty sure I’ll run out of quarters by next week.”

Ethan chuckled softly, shaking his head. “Good luck explaining that to Melissa.”

“Oh, don’t worry,” Lily said, crossing her arms with mock seriousness. “I plan to fully embrace my role as the rebellious daughter who questions every questionable design choice in this house.”

“Sounds exhausting,” Ethan said dryly.

“For her or for me?”

“Both.”

Lily grinned, clearly pleased with herself. “Well, someone’s gotta keep things interesting around here. And since you’ve already claimed the role of ‘broody older sibling,’ that leaves me with the chaos.”

Ethan rolled his eyes but couldn’t stop the faint smile creeping onto his face. “Glad we’ve got that sorted.”

“Me too,” she said, leaning casually against the wall. Her voice softened slightly as she added, “But seriously, this place is kind of weird, right? Like, it’s nice and all, but it doesn’t exactly scream ‘home.’”

Ethan hesitated, surprised by the sudden shift in tone. He wasn’t sure how to respond, so he just nodded. “Yeah. It’s… different.”

Lily nodded back, as if that was all she needed to hear. She pushed off the wall and straightened, her usual playfulness slipping back into place. “Well, I guess we’ll just have to make it feel less weird. Maybe we’ll start with the fountain. Do you think it’s big enough to swim in?”

Ethan raised an eyebrow. “You’re not seriously considering that.”

“Why not?” she said, her grin turning sly. “If we’re going to live in a house that looks like it belongs to a Bond villain, we might as well have some fun with it.”

Ethan shook his head, muttering, “You’re ridiculous.”

“Ridiculously right, you mean,” Lily shot back, flashing him a wink. “Anyway, I was heading to the kitchen for a snack. Midnight snacks are, like, a sacred tradition in new houses. Want to join me? Or are you going to stand here and brood some more?”

Ethan hesitated, caught off guard by the invitation. “I think I’ll pass.”

“Suit yourself,” she said with a shrug, turning toward the kitchen. “But don’t come crying to me when I find the secret stash of cookies first.”

“Goodnight, Lily,” Ethan said, his tone dry but not unkind.

“Goodnight, Mr. Business,” she called over her shoulder, disappearing around the corner.

Ethan lingered in the hallway for a moment, staring after her. He couldn’t quite put his finger on why, but something about her energy was… distracting. In a good way? Maybe. Or maybe it was just the weirdness of the day catching up with him. Either way, he shook his head and headed back to his room, determined to push whatever that feeling was out of his mind.


Chapter 2.

The first morning in the new house started about as awkward as Ethan had expected. The kitchen, with its pristine white countertops and state-of-the-art appliances, still felt sterile, like no one had actually lived there yet. The silence was heavy, broken only by the quiet gurgle of the coffee maker as Ethan poured himself a mug of black coffee. He liked his coffee simple—no cream, no sugar, just caffeine to kickstart the day. It was one of his few constants, especially now, in a house that didn’t feel like his.

He was halfway through his first sip when he heard the shuffle of footsteps behind him. He didn’t bother turning around—it wasn’t hard to guess who it was.

Lily stumbled into the kitchen, looking like she’d lost a fight with her bed. Her hair was a chaotic mess of auburn curls that seemed to defy gravity, and her pajamas—a mismatched combo of plaid shorts and an oversized t-shirt with a faded cartoon character on the front—looked like they’d been picked solely for their comfort. She rubbed at her eyes like a kid waking up for school and mumbled something unintelligible as she made a beeline for the fridge.

“Morning,” she mumbled, her voice barely audible.

“Morning,” Ethan replied, keeping his focus on his coffee. He watched her from the corner of his eye as she opened the fridge door, ducking low to rummage through its contents. She was muttering something under her breath—something about orange juice, if he wasn’t mistaken. He had to admit, she wasn’t exactly what he’d pictured when his dad mentioned Melissa had a daughter. He’d imagined someone quieter, maybe shy or reserved. Instead, there was Lily—barefoot, half-asleep, and completely at home in their brand-new kitchen, as if she’d lived there her whole life.

She finally emerged victorious, a carton of orange juice in hand. She poured herself a glass, took a long sip, and then plopped into the chair across from him at the small kitchen table. For a moment, she just sat there, chin propped on her hand, eyes half-lidded, looking like she was still debating whether she should actually be awake. Then her gaze shifted to him.

He tried to ignore it, but her stare was persistent, like she was studying him for some hidden flaw.

“You’re a morning person, huh?” she finally asked, her voice still groggy and thick with sleep.

“Not really,” Ethan said, lifting his mug to his lips. “I just have a lot to do.”

“Ah, the classic overachiever,” Lily said with a smirk, gesturing vaguely at his outfit. Compared to her rumpled pajamas, Ethan looked absurdly put-together in his neatly pressed shirt and jeans. “Let me guess—your idea of fun is making a to-do list and crossing things off before 8 a.m.?”

Ethan raised an eyebrow, unimpressed. “Something like that. And you? I’m guessing you don’t have a to-do list.”

“Me? Oh, no.” Lily leaned back in her chair, her glass of orange juice dangling precariously from her fingers. “I live for sleeping in. My to-do list usually starts around noon, and it mostly involves deciding what to eat and whether or not I feel like putting on real pants.”

Ethan couldn’t help it—a small, reluctant smile tugged at the corner of his lips. “Sounds… productive.”

“Oh, it is,” Lily said, nodding solemnly. “You wouldn’t believe how much energy it takes to stay this relaxed.”

He snorted quietly into his coffee, shaking his head. “You’re weird.”

“Thank you,” she said with a mock bow, her grin widening. “I take that as a compliment.”

Ethan sipped his coffee, studying her from over the rim of his mug. She was so… unbothered. It was like she didn’t care that she looked like she’d rolled straight out of bed and into a public space, or that she was sitting across from someone who barely knew her. She was comfortable in her own disheveled skin, and it was both strange and oddly refreshing.

Lily took another sip of her orange juice and set the glass down with a dramatic sigh, like even holding it had been a monumental effort. “So,” she said, squinting at him. “What’s the plan for today, Mr. Business? Meetings? Spreadsheets? World domination?”

Ethan smirked. “Unpacking, mostly. You?”

She groaned, covering her face with her hands. “Ugh, don’t remind me. My mom’s been talking about unpacking since the reception last night. I swear, she’s got a sixth sense for cardboard boxes.”

Ethan chuckled softly. “I take it you’re not a fan of manual labor.”

“Not before noon, I’m not,” Lily said, dropping her hands dramatically. “And definitely not before coffee that I don’t even drink.”

He raised an eyebrow. “You don’t drink coffee?”

“Nah, it’s gross,” she said, wrinkling her nose. “But it smells nice. Like… productivity or something. I figured if I got close enough to it, maybe I’d absorb some of the energy through osmosis.”

Ethan shook his head, the corners of his mouth twitching upward. “That’s not how it works.”

“Bummer,” Lily said with a shrug, resting her chin on her hand again. “Guess I’ll have to keep relying on my natural charm and good looks to get through the day.”

“Good luck with that,” Ethan said flatly, though his tone carried the faintest hint of amusement.

Before Lily could fire back, the sound of Melissa’s cheerful voice floated down the hallway, accompanied by the distinct clatter of heels on the hardwood floor. Lily groaned loudly, her head falling back against the chair in exaggerated defeat.

“And there she is,” she muttered, pushing back from the table. “Brace yourself—she’s going to start talking about unpacking like it’s an Olympic event.”

Ethan smirked as Lily got to her feet, her glass of orange juice still half-full on the table. “You’re just going to leave me here to deal with that on my own?”

“You’re a big boy,” Lily said over her shoulder as she shuffled toward the hallway. “Besides, I need a nap if I’m going to survive her motivational speeches.”

“Good to know I can count on you,” Ethan called after her, his voice dry.

“Always,” Lily said with a lazy wave, disappearing around the corner.

Ethan shook his head, chuckling softly to himself as he finished his coffee. It was only their first morning together, but it was already clear that Lily was going to be… different. He wasn’t sure yet if that was a good thing or a bad thing, but one thing was certain—she was anything but boring.

By the end of the first week, Ethan had come to a few undeniable conclusions about Lily.

First, she was messy. Really messy. Her bedroom was directly across the hall from his, and every time she left her door open—which was always—he couldn’t help but notice the sheer chaos inside. Clothes were draped over every available surface, art supplies spilled across the floor like a modern art installation, and half-finished canvases leaned against the walls at precarious angles. It looked less like a bedroom and more like the aftermath of a creative tornado.

Second, she was loud. Whether it was her music blasting through her speakers—usually some indie band Ethan had never heard of—or her habit of talking to herself while she painted, Lily seemed to have no concept of volume control. He had quickly learned that her version of “quiet” still involved at least three decibels louder than necessary.

And third, she was completely unpredictable.

Like the day she decided, out of nowhere, to haul her entire collection of art supplies upstairs.

Ethan had been on his way to his room, phone in hand, scrolling through emails for work, when he spotted her at the bottom of the staircase. She was standing there, arms wrapped around a massive cardboard box that looked like it weighed more than she did. Her face was red from the effort, and she was trying—and failing—to balance the box on her hip as she eyed the stairs like they were Mount Everest.

“You need help with that?” Ethan asked, already halfway up the staircase.

“Nope!” Lily said immediately, though the strained tone of her voice and the way the box wobbled in her arms suggested otherwise. “I’ve got it. Totally fine.”

Ethan sighed, pausing mid-step. “Right. Because that looks fine.”

“I’m serious, I can—whoa!” The box tilted dangerously to one side, and Lily scrambled to stop it from sliding out of her grip.

Ethan didn’t bother waiting for her to admit defeat. He turned around and walked back down the stairs. “Give it here,” he said, holding out his hands.

“I can—”

“Lily,” he interrupted, giving her the kind of look that shut down protests before they started.

She let out a dramatic sigh but finally relinquished the box, muttering under her breath as she did. Ethan immediately regretted his decision—whatever was inside the box was heavier than it looked.

“What the hell is in here?” he asked, adjusting his grip and bracing himself as he started up the stairs.

“Paints, brushes, sketchbooks…” Lily rattled off the items like they were as light as feathers. “You know, the essentials.”

“Essentials?” Ethan repeated, his voice strained as he climbed. “This feels like you packed a bag of bricks.”

“Art is serious business,” Lily said, following behind him, her tone overly chipper. “Thanks, by the way. You’re officially my favorite stepbrother.”

Ethan scoffed, glancing over his shoulder. “I’m your only stepbrother.”

“Exactly. Low competition.”

He chuckled despite himself, shaking his head as he reached the top of the stairs. “You’re lucky I’m in a good mood.”

“Or maybe you’re just secretly nice,” she teased, trailing behind him as he carried the box into her room.

Her room, unsurprisingly, was even messier up close. Ethan carefully stepped over a rogue pile of clothes on the floor and made his way to the only clear surface he could find: her desk. He set the box down with a soft thud, letting out a breath of relief as he straightened up.

“Thanks again,” Lily said, flashing him a genuine smile this time, one that didn’t have her usual layer of sarcasm. “You’re not as bad as I thought you’d be.”

Ethan raised an eyebrow, crossing his arms. “Should I be offended?”

“Nope,” she said, grinning. “Just take the compliment and don’t overthink it.”

He glanced around her room, taking in the organized chaos. Canvases in varying stages of completion lined the walls, some splashed with bold, abstract colors and others featuring intricate sketches that looked like they belonged in an art gallery. Her desk was cluttered with brushes, tubes of paint, and a jar of murky water she’d clearly forgotten to change. It was messy, sure, but there was something oddly charming about it. It was like stepping into a kaleidoscope—colorful, chaotic, and unapologetically hers.

“You ever think about cleaning up in here?” he asked, gesturing vaguely to the mess.

Lily gasped, clutching her chest in mock offense. “This is clean. It’s called ‘organized chaos,’ thank you very much.”

“Organized chaos, huh?” Ethan smirked, nudging a stray sock out of his path with his foot. “Looks more like regular chaos to me.”

Lily stuck her tongue out at him, then plopped down onto her bed, which was covered in a patchwork of blankets and pillows that didn’t quite match. “You just don’t get it. Messy spaces are a sign of creativity. I read that somewhere.”

“Sure you did,” Ethan said, heading toward the door before she could rope him into whatever argument she was gearing up for.

“Hey,” she called after him, her tone playful. “Admit it—you’re impressed by my artistic genius.”

Ethan paused in the doorway, glancing back at her with a faint smirk. “I’m impressed you haven’t tripped and broken your neck in here.”

Lily threw a pillow in his direction, but he ducked out of the room before it could hit him.

As he walked back to his own room, he couldn’t help but shake his head, a small smile lingering on his face. Lily was… different. Messy, loud, unpredictable—but not in a bad way. She was the kind of person who seemed to bring energy to every room she walked into, even if that energy occasionally came with a side of chaos.

And as much as he hated to admit it, he didn’t entirely mind.

Over the next few days, Ethan and Lily fell into a sort of rhythm. It wasn’t like they were suddenly best friends or anything, but their interactions were surprisingly... easy. They didn’t go out of their way to spend time together, but when they crossed paths, there was an unspoken understanding that neither of them really minded the other’s presence.

Like the morning they ended up eating breakfast at the same time.

Ethan was already at the kitchen table, his usual plain black coffee steaming in front of him as he scrolled through emails on his phone. He wore the same focused expression he always did—the one that made it look like he was solving world hunger instead of responding to a mildly passive-aggressive message from his professor about an upcoming group project.

Lily stumbled in a few minutes later, still in her pajamas—this time a pair of flannel pants and a t-shirt that read I’m Not Lazy, I’m Just on Energy-Saving Mode. Her hair was tied in a loose, messy ponytail, and she looked like someone who hadn’t fully committed to being awake yet.

“Morning, Grandpa,” she said, shuffling to the fridge.

Ethan didn’t even look up. “Morning.”

She grabbed a carton of orange juice, poured herself a glass, and plopped into the seat across from him. For a moment, the only sound in the kitchen was the faint hum of the refrigerator and the soft taps of Ethan’s fingers on his phone screen.

Lily rested her chin in her hand, watching him with a mix of amusement and disbelief. “Do you ever relax?” she finally asked, breaking the silence.

“This is me relaxing,” Ethan replied, still not looking up as he scrolled to the next email.

Lily snorted. “Wow. Thrilling. Truly living life on the edge.”

Ethan’s thumbs paused mid-scroll, and he glanced up at her, one eyebrow raised. “What exactly do you want me to do? Start juggling knives at the breakfast table?”

“No, but, like… I don’t know,” Lily said, sitting up straighter. “Do something spontaneous. Something fun. No plan, no schedule, just go with the flow.”

Ethan stared at her, his expression as flat as the black coffee in his mug. “I think we both know the answer to that.”

Lily grinned, leaning back in her chair like she’d just won an argument. “Exactly. You don’t. You’re the least spontaneous person I’ve ever met.”

“Spontaneity is overrated,” Ethan said, taking a calm sip of his coffee.

“Says the guy who probably schedules his bathroom breaks,” Lily shot back.

Ethan tried—and failed—to hide the small twitch of a smile at the corner of his mouth. “I don’t schedule bathroom breaks.”

“Oh, sorry,” Lily said, her grin widening. “That probably falls under your ‘flexible time block’ for ‘miscellaneous activities,’ right?”

Ethan set his mug down with an exaggerated sigh. “You’re ridiculous.”

“Thank you,” she said, flashing him a mockingly sweet smile. “I take that as a compliment.”

Ethan shook his head, but the corners of his lips betrayed him, tugging upward into a reluctant smile.

Lily leaned forward, resting her elbows on the table. “Seriously, though. Do you ever just... do something for fun? Like, no reason, no productivity involved, just because?”

“Fun is subjective,” Ethan replied, leaning back in his chair.

“That’s such a Grandpa response,” Lily said, rolling her eyes.

Ethan raised an eyebrow. “Grandpa?”

“Yeah. You’re, like, 21 going on 70,” she teased, her green eyes sparkling with amusement. “Next thing I know, you’ll be yelling at me to turn down my music and telling me stories about the good old days.”

Ethan snorted, setting his phone down. “The good old days of 2005?”

“Exactly,” Lily said, pointing at him with her orange juice glass. “You’re practically ancient. I’m surprised you’re not walking around in suspenders and loafers.”

Ethan gave her a mock glare. “You know, you can stop anytime.”

“But why would I? This is way more fun than arguing with my mom about where to hang her weird abstract art,” Lily said, grinning. “Besides, I think you secretly like it.”

“Like what?”

“Having someone around to remind you not to take yourself so seriously,” she said, smirking as she took another sip of her juice.

Ethan just stared at her for a moment, his lips twitching like he couldn’t decide whether to laugh or roll his eyes. “You’re insufferable.”

“Thanks,” Lily said, her grin widening. “I try.”

Ethan shook his head, picking up his mug again. She was ridiculous, no doubt about it, but he had to admit—she had a way of making him laugh when he least expected it.

And as much as he hated to admit it, he didn’t entirely mind.

It wasn’t until dinner that Ethan noticed something... different.

They were all seated around the dining table—Melissa, David, Lily, and himself—sharing a meal that Melissa had painstakingly prepared. The table was set meticulously, right down to the folded cloth napkins that no one actually used. A casserole dish of some sort of cheesy, vegetable-packed creation sat at the center, alongside a basket of warm rolls that Melissa had proudly announced were “homemade,” though Ethan had spotted the bag from the bakery earlier that afternoon.

The conversation was light and easy, the kind you’d expect during a family dinner in a new house. David was going on about some neighbor he’d met earlier that day—“Nice guy, works in construction, says we should think about getting the gutters redone before the rainy season”—and Melissa nodded along like she hadn’t already made a mental list of contractors to call. Ethan, meanwhile, focused on his plate, methodically cutting his food into neat, bite-sized pieces. It wasn’t the most exciting way to spend an evening, but it was fine. Comfortable, even.

And then there was Lily.

Lily had a way of grabbing the spotlight without even trying. She was mid-story now, telling some ridiculous tale about one of her teachers at school.

“So, Mr. Callahan—he’s my art teacher—he’s, like, one of those people who’s so nice it’s suspicious, you know?” she said, waving her fork for emphasis. “Like, no one can be that happy all the time. It’s unnatural. Anyway, last week, he comes into class wearing this hideous sweater—like, bright orange with cartoon cats on it—and he’s all, ‘It’s Spirit Week! Dress like your favorite animal!’”

David chuckled. “Cats, huh? Bold choice.”

“That’s not even the weird part,” Lily continued, her green eyes lighting up as she leaned forward. “He spent the entire class making these horrible cat puns. Like, every sentence. ‘I hope you’re all feline fine today!’ and ‘Don’t paws your creativity!’ It was a nightmare.”

Melissa burst out laughing, nearly choking on her sip of wine. “Oh my God, that’s awful!”

“It was traumatizing,” Lily deadpanned, though her grin betrayed her. “I’m pretty sure half the class was rethinking their life choices by the end of it. And then—then—he pulls out this giant stuffed cat, like, life-sized, and starts using it as a model for figure drawing.”

David was laughing so hard now he had to set his fork down, wiping tears from his eyes. Melissa was doubled over, clutching her stomach, her laughter echoing through the dining room.

Ethan didn’t laugh. But he couldn’t stop watching her.

The way her smile lit up the room, how her laughter was so unrestrained and contagious—it was magnetic. She wasn’t just telling a story; she was holding court, her energy pulling everyone in like gravity. Her hands moved animatedly as she spoke, emphasizing every ridiculous detail, and her laughter had this carefree, musical quality that made it impossible to ignore.

He wasn’t the only one captivated, either. Melissa and David were utterly enchanted, hanging on to every word like it was the funniest thing they’d ever heard.

Ethan’s fork hovered over his plate as he studied her, his food forgotten. There was something about the way she carried herself, so unapologetically bold and vibrant, that made it hard to look away. She was completely at ease, like she belonged here, like she’d always belonged here.

And that’s when he felt it.

It wasn’t a big, dramatic moment. It was subtle, a quiet tug deep in his chest, like someone had plucked a string he didn’t even know was there. He didn’t know what to call it—fascination, curiosity, something else entirely—but whatever it was, it was there, and it was impossible to ignore.

He immediately pushed the feeling aside, irritated with himself. She was his stepsister. Stepsister. Whatever this was, it didn’t matter. It couldn’t matter.

“Earth to Grandpa,” Lily said suddenly, snapping her fingers in front of his face.

Ethan blinked, startled, as her voice pulled him back to the present. She was leaning toward him now, one eyebrow raised in mock concern. “You okay over there? You’ve been staring at your plate like it just insulted your mother.”

“I’m fine,” he said quickly, his tone a little sharper than he intended. He picked up his fork again, focusing on his food like it was the most fascinating thing in the world.

Lily smirked, clearly unconvinced. “Sure you are.”

Melissa, oblivious to the exchange, reached for another roll. “Lily, you have to invite Mr. Callahan over for dinner sometime. He sounds like a riot!”

“Oh, trust me, you’d regret it,” Lily said, laughing. “Five minutes in, and you’d be begging him to stop with the puns.”

“I don’t know,” David chimed in, grinning. “I think I’d like him. He sounds like my kind of guy.”

“That’s because you’re just as cheesy,” Lily quipped, earning another laugh from Melissa.

Ethan stayed quiet, letting their voices fade into the background as he focused on finishing his meal. But even as he tried to ignore it, that strange tug lingered, like a splinter he couldn’t quite reach.

He didn’t know what it meant, or why it was happening, but one thing was certain: Lily had a way of getting under his skin.

And he wasn’t sure how he felt about that.

Lily noticed Ethan glancing at her during dinner, and it completely threw her off.

It wasn’t like he was obvious about it—Ethan didn’t do anything obvious—but she could feel his eyes on her as she spoke, steady and quiet, like he was trying to figure something out. She wasn’t used to being scrutinized like that, especially not by someone like him. Usually, people laughed at her stories or zoned out halfway through. But Ethan? He just… watched.

She tried to ignore it at first, brushing it off as her imagination. He was probably just zoning out or something. But then it happened again—another quick glance, his dark eyes catching hers for half a second before darting back to his plate. It wasn’t the kind of look you’d give someone when they had spinach in their teeth, either. No, this was something else.

It made her feel… weird. Not bad, exactly. Just… weird. Like she couldn’t decide if he was silently judging her or if there was something else going on behind that brooding, too-serious exterior of his.

She paused mid-sentence, catching herself before she lost track of her story about Mr. Callahan. Melissa and David were still laughing, completely oblivious, but her rhythm was off now. She felt a flicker of irritation—at Ethan for throwing her off her game, and at herself for letting it get to her.

“Anyway,” she said, forcing her focus back to her parents, “the moral of the story is, if you ever see a grown man in a sweater covered in cartoon cats, run.”

Melissa snorted into her wine glass, and David shook his head, still chuckling. “I don’t know,” he said, grinning. “I think I’d get along with this guy. He sounds like fun.”

“That’s because you’re just as cheesy,” Lily shot back, earning another round of laughter.

Ethan stayed quiet, as usual, but she could feel him watching her again, and it was driving her nuts. She turned her attention back to her plate, stabbing a piece of casserole with a little more force than necessary.

She wasn’t sure why it bothered her so much. It wasn’t like she cared what Ethan thought of her. He was Mr. Reserved, Mr. I-Put-My-Coffee-In-A-Specific-Spot-On-The-Table-Every-Morning. He probably thought she was loud, messy, and completely unhinged. Fine. No big deal. She’d been called worse.

But as much as she told herself it didn’t matter, there was a tiny, annoying part of her that wanted to know what was going on in his head.

Finally, she couldn’t take it anymore. After Melissa and David started talking about weekend plans, Lily casually leaned back in her chair, crossing her arms as she turned to Ethan.

“You’re awfully quiet over there,” she said, tilting her head at him.

Ethan blinked, caught off guard. “What?”

“You. Quiet. You’ve barely said two words all night,” she said, her tone light but teasing. “What’s the matter? Did my story about Mr. Callahan traumatize you?”

Ethan set his fork down and gave her a look. “I’m just eating.”

“Uh-huh,” Lily said, narrowing her eyes. “And staring. Don’t think I didn’t notice.”

“I wasn’t staring,” he said flatly, though his ears turned slightly red.

“Sure you weren’t,” she said, smirking. “What, do I have something on my face? Spinach in my teeth? Or were you just admiring my sparkling wit and charm?”

Ethan sighed, picking up his glass of water. “Definitely the spinach.”

Lily laughed, leaning closer. “You’re a terrible liar, you know that?”

“I’m not lying,” Ethan said, though his tone lacked conviction.

“Uh-huh,” she said again, clearly unconvinced. “Well, next time you feel like staring at me, at least have the decency to tell me why. It’s only polite.”

Ethan finally looked up, his expression unreadable. For a second, she thought he might actually say something, but then he shook his head and went back to his plate.

“Thought so,” Lily said, sitting back with a victorious grin.

David glanced between them, raising an eyebrow. “Everything okay over there?”

“Peachy,” Lily said, grabbing her glass of water. “Ethan was just telling me how much he adores my storytelling skills.”

Ethan didn’t bother correcting her, which only made her grin wider.

The rest of dinner passed uneventfully, with Melissa launching into a detailed explanation of her plans for the backyard garden and David chiming in with suggestions. Lily participated just enough to keep the conversation flowing, but her mind kept wandering back to Ethan.

He’d gone quiet again, his focus firmly on his food, but she couldn’t shake the feeling that something had shifted. Maybe it was nothing. Maybe he was just tired, or bored, or thinking about something completely unrelated to her.

But as she helped clear the table later, she caught him glancing at her again, just for a second.

And there it was—that weird, fluttery feeling in her chest that she couldn’t quite name.

She shook it off as she headed to the kitchen, refusing to let herself overthink it. Ethan was Ethan. Quiet, serious, and about as fun as a stack of tax forms.

Whatever was going on in his head, it didn’t matter.

Probably.

Later that evening, Ethan made his way downstairs, the house quiet except for the faint hum of the refrigerator and the occasional creak of the floorboards under his feet. He’d spent the last few hours trying—and failing—to focus on a book, his mind too restless to settle. Now, he just wanted a glass of water and a few minutes of stillness before calling it a night.

As he passed Lily’s room, a sliver of light spilled out into the hallway, catching his attention. He hesitated mid-step, glancing toward the open door.

Curiosity got the better of him, and he stepped closer, peeking inside.

Lily was sitting cross-legged on the floor, completely surrounded by paints, brushes, and half-finished canvases. The mess was almost impressive—open tubes of paint scattered across the rug, brushes sticking out of a coffee mug filled with cloudy water, a small mountain of crumpled paper towels in the corner.

She was focused, her brow furrowed in concentration as she dragged a brush across the canvas in front of her, swiping bold streaks of blue and green. Her hair was pulled back into a loose, messy bun, a few stray strands falling into her face, and there was a streak of blue paint smudged across her cheek, like she’d wiped her hand there without thinking. The soft glow of the desk lamp gave the whole scene a warm, golden hue, making the colors on the canvas seem even more vibrant.

For a moment, Ethan just stood there, watching. He wasn’t sure why, but something about the scene felt… calming. Like he was looking at a snapshot of something private, something unfiltered and real.

Lily must have sensed him, because she suddenly looked up, her green eyes widening with surprise.

“Oh,” she said, startled, her brush pausing mid-stroke. “I didn’t see you there.”

“Sorry,” Ethan said quickly, stepping back like he’d been caught doing something he shouldn’t. “I didn’t mean to interrupt.”

“It’s fine,” Lily said, setting her brush down and brushing a strand of hair out of her face. She looked at him for a moment, then gestured vaguely at the mess around her. “I was just… painting.”

“I can see that,” Ethan said, his gaze sweeping over the colorful chaos of her room.

Lily followed his eyes, suddenly self-conscious about the state of her space. “It’s, uh… kind of a disaster in here,” she admitted, scratching the back of her neck. “Organized chaos, though. I swear.”

Ethan raised an eyebrow, the corner of his mouth twitching into the faintest hint of a smile. “If you say so.”

Lily rolled her eyes, but she couldn’t help smiling back. “What are you doing up, anyway? Shouldn’t you be in bed, Grandpa?”

“Just getting some water,” Ethan said, ignoring the jab. He leaned casually against the doorframe, his arms crossed. “What about you? Don’t tell me you’re one of those people who paints at two in the morning.”

“Guilty,” Lily said, shrugging. “It’s when I do my best work. Something about the quiet, I guess.”

Ethan glanced at the canvas in front of her. It was abstract, all swirling colors and bold lines, but there was something oddly captivating about it. “Is that your best work?” he asked, nodding toward the painting.

Lily tilted her head, studying it like she hadn’t really looked at it until now. “Eh,” she said after a moment. “Maybe. Or maybe it’s a total disaster, and I’ll hate it by morning. Hard to tell.”

“Seems good to me,” Ethan said, surprising himself with the honesty of the compliment.

Lily blinked, caught off guard. “Thanks,” she said, her voice softer than usual.

For a moment, neither of them said anything. The air between them felt heavier than it should have, charged with something unspoken. Ethan’s eyes lingered on hers a second longer than he meant to, and Lily felt her breath hitch, her chest tightening with an unfamiliar flutter.

Ethan noticed the streak of paint on her cheek and almost said something about it, but the words caught in his throat. Instead, he cleared his throat and straightened, breaking the moment.

“Well, goodnight,” he said, his voice quieter than usual.

“Goodnight,” Lily replied, watching as he turned and walked away.

She waited until the sound of his footsteps faded down the hall and the soft click of his door reached her ears before letting out a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding.

Her gaze drifted back to the canvas in front of her, but her focus was gone now, her thoughts tangled up in the way Ethan had looked at her. It wasn’t judgmental, like she’d half-expected. It wasn’t even the usual polite indifference she was used to from him.

No, this had been something else entirely.

And that flutter in her chest? She wasn’t sure she liked it.

Lily shook her head, trying to push the thought away as she reached for her brush again. But as she swiped a streak of yellow across the canvas, she couldn’t help but glance at the doorway, half-expecting him to come back.

He didn’t.

And for reasons she couldn’t quite explain, she felt both relieved and disappointed.


Chapter 3.

The days in the new house moved forward like clockwork, but for Ethan, it felt like every second was slightly off-beat. Living under the same roof as Lily was… a challenge. Not because she was unbearable—though she had her moments—but because she was everywhere.

Her presence seemed to fill the house like the ever-present scent of paint and lavender candles that clung to the air long after she left a room. She was loud when she was there, with her music, her laughter, her constant chatter, and somehow even louder in her absence. It was like her voice had taken up permanent residence in his mind, echoing at the most inconvenient times.

And then there was the way she kept pulling him into conversations he had no intention of having.

Like the one that started over breakfast on a Thursday morning.

Ethan had been up early, as usual, sitting at the kitchen table with his laptop and a steaming mug of black coffee. He was halfway through an email when he heard the familiar shuffle of feet behind him. He didn’t need to look up to know it was Lily—her presence was as distinct as ever, announced by the faint scent of citrus shampoo and the clink of the coffee pot as she grabbed a mug of her own.

She plopped into the chair across from him, wearing her usual “I’m not awake yet” uniform of flannel pajama pants and an oversized hoodie. Her hair was a messy tangle of curls that looked like it hadn’t seen a brush in days, and she cradled her mug in both hands like it was the only thing keeping her alive.

“Morning,” she mumbled, her voice still thick with sleep.

“Morning,” Ethan replied without looking up, his focus fixed on his laptop screen.

For a few blessed moments, there was silence. Ethan allowed himself to think that maybe, just maybe, he’d get through breakfast without being dragged into one of Lily’s tangents.

And then she spoke.

“Do you ever smile?”

Ethan’s fingers paused mid-type, his eyes flicking up to meet hers. “What?”

“You know.” She gestured vaguely at his face. “Smile. Like, with your teeth. Or even just a little smirk. Anything to prove you’re not a robot.”

“I smile,” Ethan said, his tone flat.

“Do you, though?” Lily leaned forward, squinting at him like she was trying to solve a mystery. “Because I’ve been living here for, what, two weeks now? And I haven’t seen it happen once.”

Ethan sighed, closing his laptop with a little more force than necessary. “I smile when there’s something worth smiling about.”

“Ouch,” she said, clutching her chest in mock offense. “Way to crush my self-esteem first thing in the morning.”

Ethan rolled his eyes. “You’re fine.”

“Barely,” Lily quipped, taking a sip of her coffee. “You’re like one of those grumpy old men who yells at kids to get off their lawn, but without the lawn.”

“I’m not grumpy,” Ethan said, though even he could hear how unconvincing he sounded.

“Uh-huh,” Lily said, grinning. “Let me guess—you woke up this morning, made your coffee, and thought, ‘How can I radiate maximum Grandpa Energy today?’”

Ethan raised an eyebrow. “Is this what you call breakfast conversation?”

“Hey, I’m just trying to help,” Lily said, her grin widening. “You know, bring a little joy into your otherwise bleak existence.”

“My existence isn’t bleak,” he said, taking a sip of his coffee.

“Says the guy who’s been frowning at his laptop for the past twenty minutes,” Lily shot back.

Ethan set his mug down, giving her a pointed look. “Do you always talk this much in the morning?”

“Only when I have an audience,” she said, winking.

He shook his head, leaning back in his chair. “You’re impossible.”

“And yet, here you are,” Lily said, gesturing to the table. “Sitting across from me, willingly engaging in conversation. Admit it—you’d miss me if I wasn’t here.”

Ethan snorted. “Highly unlikely.”

“Liar,” she said, her tone sing-song as she took another sip of her coffee.

Ethan fought the urge to smile, biting the inside of his cheek to keep his expression neutral. She was ridiculous, but there was something oddly entertaining about her relentless energy, even at this hour.

Lily tilted her head, studying him again. “You know, you really should try smiling more. It might improve your whole vibe.”

“My vibe is fine,” Ethan said.

“Your vibe is ‘man who hasn’t had fun since 2008,’” Lily countered.

Ethan shook his head, letting out a quiet laugh despite himself. “You’re ridiculous.”

“Thank you,” she said brightly. “I take that as a compliment.”

For a moment, the kitchen fell into a comfortable silence. Ethan picked up his laptop again, pretending to focus on his email, but his thoughts kept drifting back to Lily. She had this way of getting under his skin, poking and prodding until he reacted. He should’ve found it annoying—and sometimes, he did—but it was also weirdly refreshing.

Lily, meanwhile, watched him over the rim of her coffee mug, a small, satisfied smile on her lips. She wouldn’t say it out loud, but she liked these little moments with Ethan. Sure, he was uptight and way too serious for his own good, but there was something about the way he softened when she teased him that made her keep at it.

“By the way,” Lily said suddenly, breaking the silence, “if you tell anyone I got up before nine today, I’ll deny it.”

Ethan smirked, the closest thing to a smile she’d seen from him yet. “Noted.”

“Good,” she said, standing and stretching dramatically. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have very important things to do. Like going back to bed.”

“Sounds productive,” Ethan said dryly.

“Hey, someone’s gotta keep the balance,” Lily said, tossing him a wink as she headed for the door. “You be boring, and I’ll be fun. Teamwork.”

Ethan watched her go, shaking his head as the sound of her footsteps disappeared down the hall. He reopened his laptop, trying to refocus on his email, but he couldn’t quite shake the faint smile lingering on his face.

“So,” Lily began, leaning across the kitchen counter as she smeared an ungodly amount of cream cheese onto her bagel, “there’s this guy at school who asked me out yesterday.”

Ethan, seated at the table with his laptop open and his usual black coffee in hand, paused mid-sip. His eyes flicked up from the screen, narrowing slightly. “What?”

“You know, a date,” Lily said, rolling her eyes as she stabbed her knife back into the cream cheese tub. “When two people go somewhere together, awkwardly try to figure out if they like each other, and hope it doesn’t end in disaster. It’s a thing, Ethan.”

“I know what a date is,” he said sharply, setting his mug down with a little more force than necessary. “Who is he?”

Lily raised an eyebrow, her lips twitching into a mischievous smile as she took a bite of her bagel. “Why? You jealous?”

Ethan snorted. “Hardly. I’m just curious. Who’s the unlucky guy?”

“His name’s Trevor,” she said, her tone casual, but there was a flicker of amusement in her eyes as she watched his reaction.

“Trevor,” Ethan repeated, his voice as flat as a pancake. “And what does Trevor want?”

“To discuss Renaissance art in a purely platonic setting,” Lily said with a mock-serious expression. When Ethan didn’t so much as crack a smile, she sighed dramatically. “I don’t know, Ethan. He’s cute, he’s nice, and he asked me out. What’s the big deal?”

“The big deal,” Ethan said, his jaw tightening, “is that you barely know him.”

Lily tilted her head, her green eyes narrowing as she leaned against the counter. “And? That’s kind of the point of a date—to get to know him. That’s how it works, genius.”

Ethan leaned back in his chair, crossing his arms. “Or maybe it’s how you end up wasting your time with someone who doesn’t deserve it.”

“Wasting my time?” Lily repeated, her tone dripping with sarcasm. “Wow, thanks for the vote of confidence. Should I send you my schedule for pre-approval next time?”

Ethan ignored the jab, his brow furrowed. “How old is this guy?”

Lily rolled her eyes so hard it was a wonder they didn’t get stuck. “Oh, relax. He’s my age. It’s not like he’s some creepy 30-year-old lurking outside the high school.”

“That’s not the point,” Ethan said, his voice harder now. “You don’t know anything about him.”

“Well, I know he’s cute,” she said with a cheeky grin. “And he’s nice. And he has really good taste in music. He even likes The Killers.”

“The Killers?” Ethan scoffed. “Oh, well, in that case, he must be a saint.”

Lily smirked, biting into her bagel again. “Exactly. Glad we’re on the same page.”

Ethan ran a hand over his face, his frustration mounting. “Lily, I’m serious. Just… be careful.”

She raised an eyebrow, her smirk fading slightly. “Be careful of what, exactly? Trevor’s harmless.”

“You don’t know that.”

“Okay, Dad,” Lily said, crossing her arms. “What is it with you? Why are you suddenly so invested in my love life?”

“I’m not,” Ethan snapped, though even he knew how unconvincing he sounded. “I just don’t want you to get hurt.”

“Hurt?” Lily let out a short laugh, shaking her head. “Ethan, it’s coffee, not a marriage proposal.”

Ethan’s grip tightened around his coffee mug, his knuckles turning white. He opened his mouth to respond, but the words didn’t come. Instead, he exhaled sharply, his jaw clenching as he looked away.

Lily studied him for a moment, her expression softening just a fraction. “Look,” she said, her tone a little gentler now, “I get it. You’re trying to be all… big brother-y or whatever. But I’m not some helpless little kid, okay? I can handle myself.”

“That’s not—” Ethan started, but she cut him off.

“And besides,” she said, her smirk returning, “if Trevor turns out to be a serial killer, I’ll be sure to text you before he stabs me.”

“Not funny,” Ethan muttered, glaring at her.

“Relax,” Lily said, waving him off. “Trevor’s harmless. He’s in my art class, he’s nice, and he’s, like, the least threatening guy on the planet. Trust me, I’ll survive.”

Ethan didn’t respond, but the tension in his shoulders didn’t ease. He stared at the table, his jaw still tight, the faintest crease forming between his brows.

Lily watched him for a moment, her smirk faltering. She hadn’t expected him to take this so seriously. It was just coffee, for crying out loud. But the way he was acting—so stiff, so protective—it was almost… sweet.

Not that she’d ever tell him that.

“Well,” she said, breaking the silence as she grabbed her bagel, “this has been fun, but I’ve got to get to class. Don’t spend all day brooding about Trevor, okay?”

“I’m not brooding,” Ethan said, his tone defensive.

“Sure you’re not,” Lily said, tossing him a wink as she sauntered out of the kitchen.

Ethan watched her go, his coffee growing cold in his hands. He told himself he was just being practical, looking out for her like anyone would in his position. But the knot in his stomach told a different story, one he wasn’t quite ready to unpack.

Later that afternoon, Ethan found himself parked outside Lily’s high school. It wasn’t exactly how he’d planned to spend his day, but Melissa had texted him in a panic, asking him to drop off some paperwork she’d forgotten at home. He hadn’t argued—it was easier to just do it than to listen to her explain why it was so important.

The school parking lot was a chaotic mess of teenagers, honking cars, and general adolescent energy Ethan wanted no part of. He drummed his fingers on the steering wheel, waiting for the secretary to text him back about where to drop off the papers.

And that’s when he saw her.

Lily was standing by the curb, her messy bun slightly undone like she’d been tugging at it all day, her backpack slung lazily over one shoulder. She was laughing, her head tilted back, her whole face lit up in that way it did when she found something genuinely funny.

And standing next to her, looking far too comfortable for Ethan’s liking, was Trevor.

Ethan didn’t need an introduction to know it was him. The guy fit the description perfectly—tall, floppy blond hair, and a smirk so smug it practically begged to be punched. He was leaning in closer to Lily, his posture casual but deliberate, like he’d mastered the art of pretending not to try too hard.

Ethan’s grip on the steering wheel tightened, his knuckles turning white.

Lily said something else, and Trevor laughed, his head dipping toward her like they were sharing some private joke. The sound of her laughter carried across the parking lot, bright and melodic, and Ethan felt his stomach twist in a way that was both unfamiliar and deeply annoying.

It wasn’t his business who Lily talked to or laughed with—or dated, for that matter. She was her own person, and he wasn’t her keeper. But watching her with Trevor lit a spark of irritation in his chest that he couldn’t quite extinguish.

He told himself it was Trevor’s fault. The guy looked like the type who coasted through life on charm and good hair, the kind of guy who said all the right things without meaning any of them. And the way he looked at Lily—like she was the only thing in the world worth noticing—made Ethan’s jaw clench so hard it ached.

Trevor said something else, and Lily laughed again, lightly shoving his arm in that playful, effortless way that Ethan had seen a million times in movies. It was too much.

Without fully thinking it through, Ethan opened the car door and stepped out.

By the time he reached them, Trevor was mid-sentence, something about a concert he wanted to take Lily to.

“Hey,” Ethan said, cutting in.

Both Trevor and Lily turned to look at him, Lily’s expression shifting from confusion to mild annoyance.

“Ethan?” she said, her tone a mix of surprise and exasperation. “What are you doing here?”

He held up the envelope of paperwork like it was a badge of honor. “Your mom forgot this. She asked me to drop it off.”

“Oh,” Lily said, blinking. “Uh, thanks, I guess?”

Trevor gave Ethan a once-over, his smirk never faltering. “Hey, man. I’m Trevor.”

Ethan didn’t take the offered hand. “Yeah, I figured.”

Lily shot him a look. “Ethan.”

“What?” he said innocently, tucking the envelope under his arm. “Just being friendly.”

Trevor chuckled, clearly unfazed. “You must be Lily’s brother or something?”

“Stepbrother,” Ethan corrected, the word coming out sharper than he intended.

“Right.” Trevor nodded, his smirk widening. “Cool. Nice to meet you.”

Ethan didn’t respond, his attention shifting back to Lily. “Are you ready to go?”

Her eyebrows shot up. “Go where?”

“Home,” Ethan said, as if it were obvious.

Trevor looked between them, amusement flickering in his eyes. “Oh, we were just talking about grabbing coffee, actually. There’s this place down the street that has—”

“Yeah, I’m sure it’s great,” Ethan interrupted, his tone flat. “But Lily’s got stuff to do.”

Lily’s jaw dropped. “Excuse me? Since when do you know my schedule?”

Ethan ignored her, his gaze fixed on Trevor like the guy was a bug he wanted to flick off his windshield. “You should probably get going anyway. Looks like the parking lot’s starting to clear out.”

Trevor hesitated for a moment, then shrugged, his easygoing demeanor intact. “No problem. I’ll catch you later, Lily.”

“Yeah,” Lily said, her tone pointed as she glared at Ethan. “See you, Trevor.”

Trevor gave her a quick smile before heading off, his hands stuffed into his pockets as he strolled toward his car.

The second he was out of earshot, Lily rounded on Ethan.

“What the hell was that?” she demanded.

“What was what?” Ethan said, feigning innocence.

“Don’t play dumb,” she snapped, crossing her arms. “You scared him off!”

Ethan snorted. “I didn’t scare him off. He’s fine. Guys like him always land on their feet.”

“Guys like him?” Lily repeated, her voice rising. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

Ethan shrugged. “It means he looks like the type who’s more interested in looking cool than actually getting to know you.”

“Oh, and you’d know that how? Are you running a side business profiling people in parking lots?”

“I’m just saying, you don’t know anything about him.”

“That’s why I was going to get coffee with him, Einstein,” Lily shot back. “To get to know him.”

Ethan opened his mouth to respond, but the words caught in his throat. He didn’t have a good reason for why he’d stepped in—at least, not one he was willing to admit.

Lily shook her head, her frustration bubbling over. “You know what? Forget it. I don’t need a lecture from you, of all people.”

“Lily—”

“No,” she said, cutting him off. “I don’t know what your problem is, but you don’t get to decide who I talk to or go out with. Got it?”

Ethan clenched his jaw, his gaze dropping to the pavement. “Fine.”

“Good,” Lily said, grabbing her backpack. She started to walk past him, then paused, her voice softer this time. “And for the record? Trevor’s not some shallow jerk. He’s actually really nice.”

Ethan didn’t respond. He couldn’t.

Lily waited for a moment longer, then sighed and walked away, leaving Ethan standing by the curb with the envelope still tucked under his arm and a knot of frustration tightening in his chest.

After that, Ethan decided the best course of action was to keep his distance.

It wasn’t exactly difficult to justify. Between his classes, endless assignments, and his part-time job at the downtown marketing firm, his schedule was packed. He left the house early in the morning, coffee in hand, and returned late at night, too tired to do much more than drop his bag by the door and collapse into bed. It was easier this way—less time to think, less time to notice how Lily seemed to linger in every corner of the house like the faint smell of lavender and paint that never quite went away.

It wasn’t like he was avoiding her on purpose. Not really. Okay, maybe a little.

Lily didn’t make it easy. Even when she wasn’t physically there, she was there. It was maddening. He’d be in the middle of drafting an email at work, and suddenly, he’d hear her laughter in his head, that bright, unrestrained sound that always seemed to echo louder than it should. Or he’d be walking home from the library late at night and catch himself wondering if she was still seeing Trevor.

The thought made his jaw tighten every time it crossed his mind. He told himself it wasn’t his business—it wasn’t—but that didn’t stop the tight knot of irritation that formed in his chest whenever he thought about that floppy-haired idiot with the smug smile.

He’d perfected the art of dodging her at home. If he heard her in the kitchen, he’d wait until she left before going downstairs. If she knocked on his door to ask for something, he’d crack it open just enough to hand her what she needed before retreating back inside. It wasn’t that he didn’t like her, exactly. It was just… easier this way.

But, of course, Lily wasn’t the type to let him get away with it forever.

It started one night when he came home late. The house was quiet, dimly lit by the glow of a single lamp in the living room. He shrugged off his coat, stifling a yawn as he headed for the stairs.

“Ethan.”

He froze halfway up, his hand gripping the railing.

Lily was standing at the bottom of the stairs, her arms crossed and one eyebrow raised. She was in her usual evening attire—flannel pajama pants and an oversized hoodie—but there was a sharpness in her expression that made him pause.

“Hey,” he said cautiously, his voice low to avoid waking Melissa or David. He took another step up. “I’m, uh, heading to bed.”

“Uh-huh,” Lily said, not moving. “You’ve been ‘heading to bed’ for two weeks now. What’s going on?”

“Nothing,” Ethan said quickly. Too quickly.

She narrowed her eyes. “Don’t ‘nothing’ me. You’ve been avoiding me.”

“I haven’t been avoiding you,” Ethan said, trying to sound casual as he adjusted the strap of his bag on his shoulder.

“Oh, really?” Lily said, planting a hand on her hip. “So it’s just a coincidence that every time I walk into a room, you suddenly remember you have something very important to do somewhere else?”

“Maybe I’m just busy,” he said, brushing past her as he continued up the stairs.

But Lily wasn’t letting him off the hook that easily. She followed him, her footsteps quick and deliberate.

“Busy with what, exactly?” she pressed. “Because unless you’ve joined the CIA in your spare time, I’m not buying it.”

Ethan sighed, reaching the top of the stairs and turning to face her. “Lily, it’s not a big deal. I’ve just got a lot on my plate right now.”

“Right,” Lily said, crossing her arms again. “And avoiding me is, what, part of your time management strategy?”

“I’m not avoiding you,” he repeated, but the way he avoided her gaze said otherwise.

Lily tilted her head, studying him. “Is this about Trevor?”

The question hit him like a punch to the gut. He kept his expression neutral, but his grip on the strap of his bag tightened. “Why would it be about Trevor?”

“I don’t know,” Lily said, her tone light but probing. “Maybe because you’ve been acting weird ever since he showed up. Like, extra grumpy. Which is impressive, considering your baseline.”

Ethan rolled his eyes. “I’m not grumpy.”

“Oh, please,” Lily said, smirking. “You’ve been walking around like someone stole your lunch money.”

He exhaled sharply, pinching the bridge of his nose. “Lily, can we not do this right now?”

“Do what?” she said, her tone playful but her eyes sharp. “Have an actual conversation? God forbid.”

Ethan hesitated, unsure how to respond. The truth was, he had been avoiding her, but admitting that felt like giving her ammunition he wasn’t ready to hand over.

“I’m just tired,” he said finally, his voice quieter. “It’s been a long day.”

Lily’s expression softened slightly, but only for a moment. “Fine,” she said, stepping back. “But if you think you can avoid me forever, you’re delusional.”

“Noted,” Ethan said, turning toward his room.

“And for the record,” she called after him, “Trevor’s not that bad. You’d probably like him if you gave him a chance.”

Ethan paused, his hand on the doorknob. “Doubt it,” he muttered under his breath.

“What was that?” Lily said, her voice teasing.

“Goodnight, Lily,” Ethan said firmly, stepping into his room and closing the door behind him before she could say anything else.

Leaning against the door, he let out a slow breath, his heart still racing from the confrontation. Avoiding her had been easier—less messy. But now that she’d confronted him, he had a sinking feeling it was only going to get harder to keep her out of his head.

Meanwhile, Lily couldn’t help but notice how much Ethan was avoiding her. At first, she chalked it up to coincidence. He was a busy guy, after all—always running off to work, buried in his laptop, or holed up in his room like some kind of hermit. But the more she paid attention, the more obvious it became. This wasn’t just a packed schedule.

Ethan was dodging her.

And for reasons she couldn’t quite put her finger on, it bothered her.

At first, she tried to ignore it. If he didn’t want to hang out in the kitchen while she ate her late-night snacks or roll his eyes at her terrible TV choices, fine. His loss. But then it started to feel... deliberate. Like the way he always seemed to leave the room the second she entered it, or how he suddenly had “work to do” whenever she tried to strike up a conversation.

She wasn’t used to being avoided. Most people couldn’t stop talking to her, whether it was about her art, her jokes, or her general ability to make any situation at least 10% more fun. But Ethan? Ethan acted like being in the same room as her was some Herculean task he wasn’t equipped to handle.

And for whatever reason, she couldn’t let it go.

It didn’t help that the more she watched him—purely out of curiosity, of course—the more she started to notice things about him.

Like the way his jaw tightened whenever he was annoyed, a sharp little movement that made him look like he was trying to physically restrain himself from saying something sarcastic. Or the way his lips curved into a reluctant, almost grudging smile when she said something ridiculous, like he was fighting every instinct in his body to not laugh.

She also noticed how he always seemed to be there when she needed something, even though he acted like it was a major inconvenience. Like the time she couldn’t reach the top shelf in the pantry, and he immediately grabbed the box of cereal for her, muttering under his breath about why she’d put it that high in the first place. Or the time she left her phone in the living room, and he brought it to her room without a word, just a quick knock on the door and a grumbled, “You left this.”

It was weird, the way he was so helpful and yet so distant at the same time. It was almost like he was trying to keep her at arm’s length while also making sure she didn’t fall flat on her face.

And then there were the looks.

At first, she thought she was imagining it. But then it happened again and again—the fleeting moments when their eyes met, and something unspoken seemed to pass between them. It wasn’t just a casual glance. It was... something else. Something that made her stomach flip in a way she didn’t particularly like.

She told herself it was just her imagination. He was her stepbrother, for crying out loud. He was supposed to be annoying, overprotective, and way too serious for his own good. He was supposed to lecture her about “being responsible” or roll his eyes when she left paint supplies all over the dining room table.

And yet, here she was, wondering what he was thinking when he looked at her like that.

One afternoon, she decided to test her theory.

Ethan was in the living room, laptop open in front of him as he typed away, his brow furrowed in that intense way he always got when he was concentrating. Lily walked in, trying to act casual as she flopped onto the couch across from him.

“Hey,” she said, grabbing a pillow and hugging it to her chest.

Ethan didn’t look up. “Hey.”

She frowned. Okay, so far, no reaction. Time to push a little harder.

“So,” she began, dragging the word out as she leaned forward, “I was thinking about painting a mural on the wall in my room. What do you think? Something abstract? Or maybe a giant, realistic portrait of your grumpy face?”

That got him. Ethan stopped typing, his fingers hovering over the keyboard as he glanced up at her, his expression caught somewhere between exasperation and amusement.

“My grumpy face?” he repeated. “That’s what you want on your wall?”

Lily grinned. “Well, yeah. I figure it’ll inspire me to stay motivated. Every time I look at it, I’ll think, ‘Wow, if Ethan can survive being that grumpy all the time, I can survive one more day of art school.’”

Ethan rolled his eyes, but there it was—that tiny, reluctant smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. She felt a small surge of triumph.

“Sounds like a nightmare,” he said, turning his attention back to his laptop. “Do whatever you want. Just don’t get paint on the floor again.”

“Oh, come on,” Lily said, stretching out on the couch. “I cleaned that up!”

“Sure you did,” Ethan replied, his tone dry.

Lily watched him for a moment, her head tilted as she studied his face. He was so serious all the time, his features sharp and focused, like he was constantly calculating something in his head. She wondered if he ever just... relaxed.

“You know,” she said, breaking the silence, “you should smile more.”

Ethan looked up, his brow furrowing. “What?”

“You heard me,” she said, grinning. “Smile. Like, a real one. Not that half-smirk thing you do when you think no one’s looking.”

“I smile,” he said, his tone defensive.

“Do you, though?” Lily teased, sitting up and narrowing her eyes at him. “Because I’m starting to think you might actually be a robot.”

Ethan sighed, leaning back in his chair. “Is there a point to this conversation, or are you just here to annoy me?”

“Both,” Lily said brightly.

He shook his head, but she caught the faintest flicker of amusement in his eyes before he looked away.

Lily leaned back against the couch, satisfied. She didn’t know why it mattered, but there was something strangely fascinating about cracking Ethan’s stoic exterior, even if it was just for a moment.

And as much as she hated to admit it, she kind of liked the challenge.

Things came to a head one Friday night when Lily came home late after hanging out with friends. She pushed the door open quietly, hoping to slip inside unnoticed. The house was dark except for the faint glow of a single lamp in the living room. She kicked off her shoes by the door, humming softly to herself.

That was when she saw him.

Ethan was sitting on the couch, his arms crossed and a stormy expression on his face. His eyes locked onto her the moment she stepped inside, his brow furrowed in a way that made her stomach twist—though whether it was from annoyance or something else, she wasn’t sure.

“Do you know what time it is?” he asked, his tone sharp enough to cut glass.

Lily froze, caught off guard by the hostility in his voice. “Uh, eleven-thirty?”

“It’s midnight,” Ethan said, standing up. The movement was quick and deliberate, his height suddenly making the room feel smaller. “Where the hell have you been?”

“Out,” Lily said, frowning as she dropped her bag onto the floor. “Why do you care?”

“Because you didn’t tell anyone where you were!” he snapped, his voice rising. “Do you have any idea what could’ve happened to you?”

Lily blinked, her confusion quickly morphing into irritation. “I did tell someone. I texted my mom hours ago. She knew I was out.”

“Well, I didn’t,” Ethan shot back, his voice heated. “And that’s the problem. You can’t just disappear like that, Lily. It’s reckless.”

“Reckless?” Lily repeated, her own annoyance flaring. “I was hanging out with friends, Ethan. Not leading a high-speed car chase or robbing a bank.”

“That’s not the point!” Ethan said, his hands gesturing wildly now.

“Then what is the point?” Lily demanded, stepping closer, her arms crossed tightly over her chest. “Why do you care so much? You’re not my dad, and you’re definitely not my boyfriend, so stop acting like you have some kind of authority over me!”

Ethan’s jaw clenched, his hands balling into fists at his sides. For a moment, he didn’t say anything, just stared at her with that infuriatingly intense look that made her feel both defensive and, somehow, a little guilty.

“I’m just trying to look out for you,” he said finally, his voice low but still simmering with frustration.

“I didn’t ask you to,” Lily shot back, her voice trembling slightly as her emotions started to bubble over. “So stop pretending this is about me and admit it—you’re just pissed because you can’t control everything.”

Ethan’s eyes narrowed, his jaw working as though he was biting back something he wanted to say. She could tell she’d hit a nerve, but instead of feeling victorious, it only made her more frustrated.

“I don’t want to control everything,” he said through gritted teeth. “I just—” He stopped himself, exhaling sharply as he dragged a hand through his hair. “You don’t get it.”

“You’re right, I don’t,” Lily snapped. “Because you’re not making any sense! One minute, you’re ignoring me, and the next, you’re acting like a jealous babysitter. Pick a lane, Ethan!”

“I’m not jealous,” he bit out, his tone defensive.

“Could’ve fooled me,” Lily said, her voice dripping with sarcasm.

Ethan took a step closer, the tension between them crackling like a live wire. “This isn’t a joke, Lily. You can’t just run around like nothing bad can happen to you.”

“I wasn’t ‘running around,’” Lily said, her green eyes flashing. “I was with friends. Normal people do that, you know. They hang out, they have fun, and they don’t need a lecture about it when they come home.”

Ethan let out a bitter laugh, shaking his head. “You think this is about fun? God, you’re so—” He cut himself off, his hands pressing against his temples like he was trying to physically contain his frustration. “Forget it.”

“No,” Lily said, stepping closer until they were barely a foot apart. “Say it. I’m so what?”

Ethan’s eyes locked onto hers, his chest heaving as though he’d just run a marathon. For a moment, it looked like he might actually say it. But then he shook his head again, his expression hardening.

“Just… don’t do it again,” he said finally, his voice quieter but no less intense.

Lily blinked, thrown off by the sudden change in his tone. “Don’t do what again? Go out? Have a life?”

“Don’t disappear without telling me,” Ethan said, his voice strained. “Please.”

The word hung in the air between them, soft but heavy. It wasn’t what she expected, and it made her stomach twist in a way that was both confusing and uncomfortable.

“Fine,” she said, her voice quieter now, though it still carried an edge. “Next time, I’ll send you a detailed itinerary. Happy?”

Ethan didn’t respond. He just stood there, staring at her with an expression she couldn’t quite read.

“Goodnight, Ethan,” she said finally, turning on her heel and heading for the stairs.

She didn’t slam her bedroom door—not this time—but she did close it firmly, leaning against it as she let out a shaky breath. Her heart was still racing, her mind spinning with everything that had just happened.

Why did he care so much? Why did she care that he cared?

She shook her head, trying to push the thoughts away as she sat on the edge of her bed. But no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t shake the image of Ethan standing there, his eyes dark with something she couldn’t quite name.

And the worst part? She wasn’t sure if she was more annoyed at him—or at herself for wondering if he’d been just as rattled as she was.


Chapter 4.

The argument had started innocently enough over dinner. It was spaghetti night, a seemingly neutral choice that, under different circumstances, might have been comforting. But the atmosphere at the table was anything but.

Melissa had been unusually quiet at first, her fork idly pushing strands of pasta around her plate. She was clearly waiting for the right moment to drop whatever bombshell was weighing on her mind. Across the table, Lily twirled her fork with a little too much focus, her eyes glued to her plate like she was trying to pretend the tension didn’t exist.

Ethan sat between them, his head down, methodically cutting his garlic bread into small bites. He didn’t need to look up to know something was brewing. He could feel it in the air, heavy and electric, like the moments before a thunderstorm. If there was one thing he’d learned since moving in, it was that family dinners in this house could go from zero to chaos in under ten minutes.

Finally, Melissa broke the silence.

“So, Lily,” she began, her tone too casual to be genuine, “have you thought about what we talked about last week?”

Lily froze mid-twirl, her fork hovering above her plate. “You mean the part where you told me I should ‘rethink’ my future because art isn’t a real career?”

Ethan glanced up briefly, his eyes darting between them. Oh no.

Melissa sighed, setting her wine glass down with a soft clink. “I didn’t say it wasn’t a real career,” she said, her voice carefully measured. “I just think it’s… difficult. Competitive. And I want you to have options.”

“Options,” Lily repeated, her voice tight. She dropped her fork onto her plate with a loud clatter, crossing her arms over her chest. “You mean like giving up everything I actually care about to get a boring office job I’ll hate for the rest of my life?”

“That’s not what I meant,” Melissa replied, her patience visibly thinning, though her tone stayed calm. Her jaw, however, tightened ever so slightly. Ethan noticed the tell immediately—it was the kind of subtle shift that said I’m trying really hard not to lose it right now.

“I just think you should consider something more stable,” Melissa continued, her words deliberate. “You’re so talented, Lily, but talent doesn’t always pay the bills.”

Lily’s chair scraped loudly against the floor as she leaned back, her expression incredulous. “Great. Thanks for the vote of confidence, Mom.”

Ethan, sensing the conversation was teetering on the edge of a full-blown explosion, kept his head down and focused on his plate. He had no intention of stepping in. Getting involved in someone else’s family drama was like walking into a minefield blindfolded. No thanks.

“I’m not saying you’re not talented,” Melissa said, her voice rising slightly, her composure starting to crack. “But you need to be realistic. How many artists actually make a living off their work? It’s not like—”

“Not like what?” Lily interrupted, leaning forward now, her voice sharp. “Not like being an accountant? Or a lawyer? Or whatever other boring, soul-sucking thing you think I should be? Is that what you want? For me to be miserable, but at least my bills are paid?”

“Lily, that’s not fair,” Melissa said, her tone sharpening. “I’m trying to help you. I don’t want you to struggle.”

“Oh, so you think I’m going to fail?” Lily snapped, her chair screeching loudly against the floor as she stood.

“That’s not what I’m saying,” Melissa said firmly, though her voice wavered just enough to betray her frustration.

“It sure sounds like it,” Lily shot back. Her face was flushed now, her green eyes blazing with anger. “You don’t believe in me. You never have. You just want me to be like everyone else—boring and predictable.”

Melissa’s composure cracked fully this time. “That’s not true, and you know it!” she snapped, her voice rising for the first time. “I believe in you, but I also know how hard it is out there. I’m trying to protect you, Lily. Why can’t you see that?”

“Protect me?” Lily scoffed, throwing her hands in the air. “I don’t need protecting, Mom. I need you to trust me. But clearly, that’s asking too much.”

“Lily—”

“Forget it,” Lily said, cutting her off. She grabbed her plate and slammed it onto the counter, sauce splattering across the edge of the sink. “I’m done with this conversation.”

Without another word, she stormed out of the dining room, her footsteps heavy and deliberate as they echoed up the stairs. Moments later, the sharp slam of her bedroom door reverberated through the house, leaving a tense silence in her wake.

Ethan finally looked up, his fork frozen mid-air. Across the table, Melissa sat stiffly, her hands gripping her wine glass like it was the only thing keeping her grounded. Her face was a mixture of frustration and hurt, her lips pressed into a thin line.

David, ever the diplomatic peacemaker, cleared his throat awkwardly and reached for the breadbasket. “So, uh… this garlic bread is really good,” he offered weakly, breaking the silence.

Melissa didn’t respond. She picked up her wine glass instead, taking a long sip before setting it down and rubbing her temples. “I’ll talk to her later,” she said finally, more to herself than anyone else. Her voice was quieter now, tinged with exhaustion. “She just needs to cool off.”

Ethan stared at his plate, suddenly feeling like an intruder in someone else’s drama. He wanted to say something, but what? What could he possibly say that wouldn’t make things worse?

Melissa let out a slow breath, her shoulders slumping slightly. “She doesn’t understand,” she murmured, almost as if she were talking to herself. “I just want the best for her.”

Ethan glanced toward the stairs, his thoughts swirling. He couldn’t stop replaying the argument in his head, the way Lily’s voice had cracked when she accused Melissa of not believing in her. The way her face had flushed with anger—and maybe, just maybe, a little bit of hurt.

He tried to shove the thoughts away, refocusing on his food. But as the meal dragged on in awkward silence, he couldn’t shake the image of Lily storming out, her shoulders stiff and her jaw clenched.

For someone who claimed she didn’t care what other people thought, she sure looked like someone who cared a lot.

Later that evening, Ethan was in his room, staring at the glowing screen of his laptop. His presentation for his internship was due in less than 48 hours, and he was already behind, but for the life of him, he couldn’t focus. He’d typed the same sentence three times, only to delete it each time.

Instead of financial projections and marketing strategies, his mind kept drifting back to dinner. To the argument. To the way Lily’s face had gone from defiant to something else entirely—a flicker of hurt she hadn’t been able to hide before storming off.

He shook his head, trying to push the thought away. It wasn’t his problem. Lily and Melissa butted heads all the time. By tomorrow, they’d probably be back to pretending everything was fine, and life would go on.

But then he heard it.

The faint sound of music coming from Lily’s room. Normally, it was the upbeat indie rock she blasted at full volume, the kind of stuff that made Ethan want to invest in noise-canceling headphones. But tonight, it was different. Softer. Sadder. A slow piano melody drifted through the walls, accompanied by muffled lyrics he couldn’t make out.

He tried to ignore it, forcing his attention back to his laptop. But then the music cut off abruptly, leaving an almost eerie silence in its wake.

And then he heard it.

Crying.

It was soft, barely audible, but unmistakable.

Ethan froze, his fingers hovering over the keyboard. For a long moment, he debated whether or not to do anything. It wasn’t his business. They weren’t even close—not really. Sure, they lived in the same house, but their relationship mostly consisted of sarcastic remarks and the occasional begrudging favor. She’d probably tell him to mind his own business and slam the door in his face.

But the sound of her quiet sobs tugged at something deep inside him, something he couldn’t quite name.

Before he could talk himself out of it, he closed his laptop, stood, and walked toward her room.

He hesitated when he reached her door, his hand hovering over the wood. What was he even going to say? Hey, I heard you crying. Want to talk about it? That didn’t sound like him at all. But walking away didn’t feel right, either.

Finally, he knocked softly.

“Lily?” he said, keeping his voice low. “You okay?”

There was a pause. For a moment, he thought she might not answer.

“Go away,” came the muffled reply. Her voice was hoarse, and he could hear the telltale sniffle that followed.

Ethan sighed, leaning against the doorframe. “I’m not going away until you open the door.”

Another pause. He could almost hear her irritation through the silence. Then, reluctantly, the door creaked open a few inches.

Lily stood there, her tear-streaked face partially hidden by the door. Her eyes were red, her cheeks blotchy, and her hair was a tangled mess, like she’d been running her hands through it over and over.

“What do you want?” she asked, her voice raw and scratchy.

Ethan raised an eyebrow. “To make sure you’re not, I don’t know, throwing paint at the walls or something.”

Despite herself, Lily let out a short, humorless laugh. “Yeah, because that’s what I do when I’m upset—channel my inner Jackson Pollock.”

“Can I come in?” he asked, his tone softer now.

She hesitated, her grip on the door tightening for a moment. But then she sighed, stepping aside and shrugging like she couldn’t be bothered to argue. “Suit yourself.”

Ethan stepped inside, glancing around. Her room was a mess, as usual. Sketchbooks and art supplies were scattered across the desk and floor, a half-finished canvas propped against the wall. Her bed was covered in a tangle of blankets and pillows, and her laptop sat open on the nightstand, the paused music player still visible on the screen.

“So,” he said, shoving his hands into his pockets as he turned to face her. “You want to tell me what’s going on, or should I start guessing?”

Lily flopped onto her bed, grabbing a pillow and hugging it to her chest. “There’s nothing to talk about.”

“Yeah, because people cry for no reason all the time,” Ethan said dryly, leaning against her desk. “Totally normal.”

She shot him a glare, but it lacked her usual fire. “I’m fine. Just drop it.”

“Lily,” Ethan said, his voice more serious now. “Come on. You’re obviously not fine.”

She looked down at the pillow in her arms, her fingers picking at the fabric. For a moment, he thought she was going to tell him to get lost again. But then she spoke, her voice barely above a whisper.

“Why does she always have to make me feel like I’m not good enough?”

Ethan blinked, caught off guard. “What?”

“Melissa,” Lily said, her voice cracking slightly. “No matter what I do, it’s never enough. She always finds something to criticize, something to pick apart. It’s like she doesn’t even believe I can do this.”

Ethan frowned, his chest tightening at the raw frustration in her voice. “That’s not true.”

“Isn’t it?” Lily said, looking up at him now, her eyes glistening with fresh tears. “She practically said it at dinner. ‘Oh, Lily, art’s not a real career. You should get a stable job like a boring robot.’”

Ethan let out a small huff of laughter despite himself. “I don’t think she actually used the word ‘robot.’”

“You know what I mean,” Lily muttered, burying her face in the pillow.

For a moment, neither of them said anything. Ethan wasn’t great at this kind of thing—comforting people, being emotionally supportive. But seeing Lily like this, so vulnerable and defeated, made him want to try.

“Look,” he said finally, his voice softer. “Melissa can be... intense. But I don’t think she’s saying these things because she doesn’t believe in you. I think she’s just scared.”

Lily peeked out from behind the pillow, her eyebrows furrowed. “Scared of what?”

“Of you failing,” Ethan said simply. “Of you getting hurt. She doesn’t know how to say it, so it comes out as criticism. It’s not fair, and it’s not right, but it’s not because she doesn’t care.”

Lily stared at him, her expression a mix of skepticism and something else—something he couldn’t quite place.

“Since when did you become a therapist?” she asked, her voice tinged with sarcasm, though it lacked its usual bite.

“I moonlight as one,” Ethan deadpanned.

Lily let out a small laugh, shaking her head. “You’re such a dork.”

“Yeah, well, you’re the one crying into a pillow,” Ethan shot back, though his tone was light.

She rolled her eyes but didn’t argue. Instead, she sniffled, wiping at her face with the sleeve of her sweatshirt. “Thanks,” she mumbled after a moment.

“For what?”

“For... you know. Not being a total jerk for once.”

Ethan smirked. “Don’t get used to it.”

Lily smiled faintly, and for the first time that night, Ethan felt like maybe, just maybe, she’d be okay.

Ethan stepped into her room, carefully navigating the minefield of sketchbooks, paint tubes, and pencils scattered across the floor. It looked like a mini art studio had exploded in there. He wasn’t sure how she managed to function in the chaos, but somehow, it suited her.

Lily flopped onto her bed like a ragdoll, pulling a pillow into her lap and hugging it tightly. Her hair fell in messy waves around her face, and her red-rimmed eyes darted away from him like she was embarrassed to let him see her like this.

For a moment, neither of them spoke. Ethan leaned against her desk, his hands shoved into his pockets as he studied her. She looked small, almost fragile, which was weird because Lily was anything but fragile. She was loud, stubborn, and spirited—like a firecracker. But now? Now she looked like someone had snuffed out her spark.

“You shouldn’t listen to her,” Ethan said finally, breaking the silence. His voice was soft but firm. “Your mom, I mean.”

Lily let out a bitter laugh, muffled slightly by the pillow she was clutching. “Easy for you to say. Your dad probably loves everything you do.”

Ethan snorted, his lips curving into a dry smile. “Not exactly. He’s been on my case about taking over the family business since I was fourteen. I’m pretty sure he wouldn’t even notice if I disappeared, as long as someone else was there to crunch numbers for him.”

Lily’s head lifted slightly, her brows furrowing as she looked at him. “Wait—what? I thought you loved all that business stuff. You’re like, Mr. Spreadsheet.”

“I’m good at it,” Ethan said with a shrug. “Doesn’t mean I love it.”

“That’s depressing,” Lily said bluntly, resting her chin on the pillow.

Ethan chuckled softly. “Yeah, well. Welcome to adulthood.”

She frowned, studying him like he was a puzzle she couldn’t quite figure out. “So why do you do it? If you hate it so much?”

“Because it’s what’s expected of me,” he said simply, his tone matter-of-fact. “Because it’s easier to just go along with it than to argue about it.”

Lily blinked at him, her expression shifting into something softer—sympathy, maybe. “That sucks.”

Ethan gave a half-smile, one that didn’t quite reach his eyes. “Yeah. It does.”

They fell into a comfortable silence, the kind that didn’t demand to be filled. The faint hum of the house surrounded them, broken only by the occasional creak of the floorboards. Ethan glanced at her, noticing how her fingers absently picked at the edge of the pillowcase, like she was trying to distract herself.

Finally, she spoke, her voice quiet and thick with emotion. “Sometimes I feel like she doesn’t even know me.”

Ethan shifted slightly, leaning back against the desk. “Melissa?”

Lily nodded, biting her lip. “Like… how can my own mom not get that art is the only thing that makes me happy? I’ve been drawing since I could hold a pencil, and she still acts like it’s just some phase I’ll grow out of.”

Ethan’s chest tightened at the raw vulnerability in her voice. He wasn’t used to seeing her like this. Lily was usually all quick comebacks and fiery determination. But now, she just looked… tired.

“She loves you,” he said after a moment. “You know that, right?”

“Yeah,” Lily said, her voice cracking slightly. “I know. But it’s like she doesn’t believe in me. And that hurts.”

Ethan hesitated, the words lingering on the tip of his tongue. He wasn’t great at this—comforting people, being the guy who knew what to say. But seeing her like this made him want to try.

“She’s wrong, you know,” he said softly, stepping away from the desk and moving closer to the bed. “You’re good at what you do, Lily. You’re talented. And if art makes you happy, then screw what anyone else thinks. Just… don’t give up on it.”

Lily’s head snapped up, her eyes searching his face. For a moment, she looked like she didn’t believe him, like she was waiting for the punchline. But then her expression softened, and she let out a shaky laugh.

“You mean that?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

Ethan sat down beside her on the bed, careful to keep a respectful distance. “Yeah,” he said, his voice steady. “I mean that.”

Lily blinked rapidly, as if trying to hold back tears. But one escaped anyway, sliding down her cheek. Without thinking, Ethan reached up and brushed it away with his thumb.

Her skin was warm under his fingertips, and for a moment, everything else seemed to fall away. The air between them shifted, charged with something unspoken. When their eyes met, the space between them seemed to shrink, and Ethan’s breath caught in his throat.

Lily’s lips parted slightly, her breath hitching as she stared back at him. He realized how close they were—too close. The logical part of his brain screamed at him to move, to step back, to do something before the moment spiraled out of control.

His hand dropped back to his side like he’d been burned, and he cleared his throat, breaking the spell. “I should, uh… I should go,” he said quickly, standing up and avoiding her gaze.

“Yeah,” Lily said softly, her voice barely audible. She hugged the pillow tighter, her eyes flickering with something he couldn’t quite name. “Thanks, though. For… you know.”

Ethan nodded, his jaw tight as he moved toward the door. He paused with his hand on the doorknob, glancing back at her. She was still sitting on the bed, her knees drawn up to her chest, her expression unreadable.

“Goodnight, Lily,” he said quietly.

“Goodnight,” she replied, her voice soft and hesitant.

Ethan closed the door behind him, leaning against it for a moment as he let out a slow breath. His heart was racing, and his mind was spinning, but one thought kept circling back no matter how hard he tried to push it away.

That had been too close.

Ethan lay awake in bed that night, staring at the ceiling. The faint glow of the streetlight outside his window cast long, uneven shadows across the room, but he barely noticed. His mind was too busy replaying the moment in her room, over and over again, like a scene stuck on an endless loop.

Her eyes.

The way they had locked onto his, wide and uncertain, as though she was trying to figure out what he was thinking. The way her breath had hitched when his hand brushed her cheek, her skin warm and soft under his fingertips.

What the hell had he been thinking?

He groaned, dragging a hand down his face. She’s your stepsister, you idiot. That thought had been running through his head on repeat ever since he left her room, and yet it didn’t seem to be doing much to stop the lingering heat in his chest—or the way his stomach twisted every time he remembered how close they’d been.

“This is so screwed up,” he muttered to himself, rolling onto his side.

He was supposed to be the rational one. The calm, level-headed adult in the house. The guy who didn’t let emotions—or anything else, for that matter—get the better of him. But tonight, all of that had gone out the window the second he’d seen her tear-streaked face.

And now? Now he was lying here like a lovesick idiot, obsessing over every tiny detail: the way her hair had fallen into her face, the faint tremble in her voice when she’d said, “Thanks,” the way she’d looked at him like he was the only person in the world who mattered in that moment.

Ethan sat up abruptly, running both hands through his hair in frustration. This wasn’t just wrong; it was dangerous. He couldn’t afford to go there—not even in his head.

She’s your stepsister.

The word echoed in his mind, sharp and unrelenting. She wasn’t just some girl. She was Lily. The girl who left paint smudges on the dining room table and blasted obnoxious music at full volume. The girl who teased him relentlessly about his spreadsheets and rolled her eyes whenever he got too serious.

The girl who, up until tonight, he’d managed to convince himself was nothing more than a minor annoyance in his otherwise orderly life.

But now? Now he wasn’t so sure.

He flopped back onto the bed, staring at the ceiling again. Maybe he was overthinking it. Maybe it hadn’t meant anything. Maybe she’d already forgotten about it and had fallen asleep without giving it a second thought.

Yeah, right.

Lily didn’t seem like the type to let something like that slide. She’d probably corner him in the kitchen tomorrow morning, smirking over her coffee, and say something completely ridiculous like, “So, does this mean you’re my emotional support stepbrother now?”

The thought made him groan again. He could already picture the way her green eyes would light up with amusement, how she’d lean against the counter with that infuriatingly smug look on her face, waiting for him to squirm.

He hated how well she knew how to get under his skin.

And yet…

Ethan shook his head, trying to shove the thought away. This wasn’t going to happen. It couldn’t.

But no matter how hard he tried to convince himself, that moment in her room lingered, heavy and undeniable.

Because deep down, he knew something had shifted between them.

And the worst part?

He wasn’t sure if he wanted it to shift back.


Chapter 5.

The storm had rolled in late that afternoon, dark clouds swallowing the sun and casting the house in an eerie gray gloom. By the time the first low rumble of thunder shook the windows, Melissa and David were already halfway to the airport for their weekend getaway, blissfully unaware of the brewing chaos they were leaving behind.

Ethan and Lily hadn’t exchanged more than a handful of words since they’d left, and the house felt strangely quiet without the ever-present hum of Melissa’s chatter or David’s sports commentary blaring from the TV. Not that Ethan minded. Silence was his friend.

Lily, on the other hand, seemed to have declared war on it.

She’d taken over the dining room, her art supplies sprawled across the table and bleeding onto the floor like a colorful battlefield. Paint tubes, brushes, jars of murky water, and scraps of paper littered every available surface, leaving just enough room for her current masterpiece—a half-finished abstract piece that looked, to Ethan’s untrained eye, like someone had spilled a lot of paint and called it art.

He was stationed at the kitchen table just a few feet away, his laptop open and his fingers flying across the keyboard as he tried to finish a work report before the weekend. He’d been doing a decent job of tuning her out—until the first flash of lightning lit up the windows like a camera flash.

“Uh-oh,” Lily said, glancing up at the storm outside. Her voice had that singsong quality that immediately put Ethan on edge.

“It’s just a storm,” Ethan said without looking up, his tone dismissive.

“Famous last words,” Lily muttered, dipping her brush into a jar of cloudy water. She swirled it around dramatically, as if she were some kind of fortune-teller gazing into a crystal ball. “Next thing you know, the power’s out, and we’re stranded in a horror movie.”

Ethan smirked but kept his eyes on his screen. “Pretty sure serial killers don’t check the weather forecast before planning their murders.”

“Yeah, because the storm is the killer,” Lily shot back, raising an eyebrow as she flicked paint onto the canvas. “Ever heard of The Lightning Strikes at Midnight? No? Classic horror movie. Guy gets electrocuted, comes back as a ghost, and haunts everyone who didn’t recycle.”

That made Ethan pause. He looked up, his brow furrowing as he stared at her. “You just made that up.”

“Prove it,” Lily said, smirking as she reached for another brush. “Maybe it’s real. You don’t know.”

Ethan shook his head, trying to hide the small smile tugging at the corner of his lips. “You’re the worst.”

“Am I, though?” Lily grinned, tossing her brush back onto the table with a careless flourish.

Before Ethan could respond, the lights flickered once, twice, and then went out completely, plunging the room into darkness.

“Oh my God,” Lily gasped, clutching her chest like the lead actress in a melodramatic soap opera. “And so it begins! The ghost of poorly recycled plastics is coming for us!”

Ethan sighed, snapping his laptop shut and leaning back in his chair. “Right. Because nothing says ‘unsettling paranormal vengeance’ like a ghost made of soda bottles and takeout containers.”

“It’s a metaphor,” Lily said solemnly, her face illuminated briefly by another flash of lightning outside. “For humanity’s failure to protect the planet.”

“Pretty sure it’s just a power outage,” Ethan deadpanned, standing up and stretching.

“You say that now,” Lily said, already rummaging through the kitchen drawers. “But when the eco-ghost shows up and asks you why you didn’t recycle that pizza box, don’t come crying to me.”

Ethan watched her yank open drawer after drawer, her movements frantic and chaotic. “What are you even looking for?”

“Candles,” Lily said, her voice muffled as she stuck her head into a cabinet. “Unless the ghost stole them.”

“Yeah, I’m sure that’s exactly what happened,” Ethan said dryly, stepping around her to check a higher shelf.

“Don’t underestimate the ghost,” Lily warned, pulling out a half-empty pack of birthday candles and holding them up triumphantly. “Aha! Victory!”

Ethan stared at the tiny candles in her hand, his expression unimpressed. “Seriously? What are we supposed to do with those? Bake a cake?”

Lily grinned, wiggling the candles at him. “Hey, beggars can’t be choosers. Want the ones with polka dots or the ones shaped like dinosaurs?”

“Neither,” Ethan said, grabbing a flashlight from the drawer she’d overlooked. He clicked it on, casting a beam of light across the room. “Found something a little more practical.”

“Show-off,” Lily muttered, tossing the birthday candles onto the counter.

The flashlight’s beam landed on her face, and she squinted, throwing up a hand like a vampire caught in the sunlight. “Ugh, rude! I’m already pale enough without you making me look like a corpse.”

Ethan rolled his eyes but dropped the beam to the floor. “Maybe if you didn’t spend all your time indoors painting, you wouldn’t look like a ghost.”

“Excuse you,” Lily said, pointing a paint-streaked finger at him. “This is my artistic glow.”

“Yeah, sure,” Ethan said, smirking as he leaned against the counter. “If by ‘glow,’ you mean ‘permanent Vitamin D deficiency.’”

Another flash of lightning lit up the room, followed by a loud crack of thunder that rattled the windows. Lily jumped slightly, her bravado faltering for just a second before she masked it with an exaggerated shrug.

“See? Even the storm agrees with me,” Ethan said, his smirk widening.

Lily stuck her tongue out at him, but he noticed the way her eyes flicked nervously toward the window.

“You scared?” he asked, his tone teasing but not unkind.

“Of course not,” Lily said quickly, crossing her arms over her chest. “It’s just a little thunder. I’m fine.”

“Uh-huh,” Ethan said, raising an eyebrow. “That’s why you’re clutching the counter like it’s a life raft.”

“I’m not—” Lily started to argue, but another loud crack of thunder made her flinch, and she scowled at him. “Okay, fine. Maybe I don’t love storms. Happy?”

Ethan’s smirk softened into something more genuine. “Relax. It’s just weather. Worst-case scenario, we’re stuck in the dark for a couple of hours.”

“Worst-case scenario, the ghost shows up and haunts us forever,” Lily muttered, but she didn’t pull away when Ethan handed her the flashlight.

“Here,” he said. “You can be in charge of the light. Just try not to blind me again.”

Lily took the flashlight, sticking her tongue out at him again for good measure. “Fine. But if the ghost shows up, I’m throwing you under the bus first.”

Ethan chuckled, shaking his head as he grabbed his phone to check for updates on the storm. “Deal. But if you hear chains rattling, don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

Lily rolled her eyes but smiled faintly, the tension between them easing just a little as the storm raged on outside.

By the time they’d managed to light a few candles and scatter them around the living room, the storm was in full swing. Rain lashed against the windows like a thousand tiny drumsticks, and the wind howled so loudly it almost sounded human—like some banshee throwing a tantrum outside. Occasional flashes of lightning lit up the room, casting eerie shadows that flickered in the warm glow of the candles.

Lily plopped onto the floor with a dramatic sigh, yanking a blanket off the couch and wrapping it around her shoulders like a shawl. She looked like a disgruntled burrito.

“Well,” she said, her voice dripping with exaggerated sarcasm, “this is officially the most exciting Friday night I’ve had in months.”

Ethan, who had just finished adjusting one of the candles so it wouldn’t tip over, sat down across from her, leaning back against the couch. His arms rested lazily on his knees, his expression mildly amused.

“You don’t get out much, do you?” he asked, raising an eyebrow.

“Excuse you,” Lily said, clutching the blanket tighter as if it were a cape and she was some kind of medieval queen. “I’ll have you know I’m very exciting. Just last week, I went to an art gallery opening, and—wait for it—there was free wine. Free, Ethan. That’s peak excitement.”

Ethan’s lips twitched, but he managed to keep a straight face. “Wow,” he said, his tone completely deadpan. “I’m blown away. Truly. How do you keep up with that wild lifestyle?”

Lily grabbed a nearby throw pillow and chucked it at him without hesitation. “Shut up,” she said, though she was laughing. “Like you’re any better. What do you do for fun? Work on spreadsheets? Alphabetize your bookshelf? Maybe iron your socks for good measure?”

Ethan caught the pillow with one hand, setting it aside with maddeningly calm precision. “First of all,” he said, smirking, “my sock drawer doesn’t need organizing. It’s already perfect.”

“Of course it is,” Lily muttered, rolling her eyes.

“And second,” Ethan continued, ignoring her, “I don’t spend all my time working. I actually have hobbies.”

“Oh yeah?” Lily said, tilting her head and raising an eyebrow. “Prove it.”

Ethan hesitated, as if he hadn’t expected to be challenged. He scratched the back of his neck, his smirk faltering slightly. “I like hiking.”

Lily blinked at him, unimpressed. “Hiking,” she repeated flatly. “Wow. So adventurous. Watch out, everyone—Ethan’s out here living on the edge.”

“It’s better than sitting in a stuffy art gallery pretending to like abstract squiggles while you chug free wine,” Ethan shot back.

“Abstract squiggles?” Lily gasped, clutching her chest like he’d just insulted her entire family. “How dare you. Those ‘squiggles’ are powerful visual metaphors for the chaos of the human experience.”

“They’re overpriced doodles,” Ethan said, his eyes gleaming with amusement.

Lily narrowed her eyes at him, but her lips twitched in a way that betrayed her amusement. “You’re lucky I don’t have another pillow,” she muttered.

Ethan chuckled, the sound low and easy. “I’ll take my chances.”

For a moment, neither of them said anything, the playful energy between them giving way to a comfortable silence. The rain continued its relentless assault on the windows, and the occasional crack of thunder sent subtle vibrations through the floor.

Lily shifted under the blanket, tucking her legs up and resting her chin on her knees. Her face, illuminated by the soft flicker of candlelight, looked calmer than it had earlier—more peaceful, like the storm outside had stolen some of the tension she’d been carrying all day.

“You know,” she said after a while, her voice softer now, “this isn’t so bad.”

“What isn’t?” Ethan asked, tilting his head.

“This,” she said, gesturing vaguely around the room. “Being stuck here. No Wi-Fi, no distractions. Just… this. It’s kind of nice.”

Ethan leaned his head back against the couch, watching the candles flicker. “Yeah,” he admitted, his tone more thoughtful now. “It’s not the worst way to spend a Friday night.”

Lily gave him a mock glare. “So you’re saying hanging out with me isn’t the worst. Wow, Ethan. Don’t overwhelm me with your glowing praise or anything.”

He smirked, glancing at her. “Fine. It’s slightly better than the worst.”

“How generous of you,” Lily said, rolling her eyes, but she was smiling now—a real smile, not the smirking, sarcastic one she usually wore.

The silence stretched between them again, but it wasn’t awkward. It was the kind of quiet that settled in naturally, like neither of them felt the need to fill it with idle chatter. The storm outside continued to rage, but inside, the world felt smaller, safer.

Ethan found his gaze drifting back to her, the way the candlelight danced across her face, highlighting the faint freckles on her nose. She looked different like this—softer, less guarded. He wasn’t sure why he noticed, but he did. And the realization unsettled him more than he cared to admit.

“What?” Lily asked suddenly, catching him staring.

“Nothing,” Ethan said quickly, looking away and clearing his throat. “Just… thinking about how you’re going to freak out when the power comes back on and you realize you forgot to save that masterpiece you were working on.”

Lily let out a dramatic gasp, her eyes widening. “Oh my God. Don’t even joke about that.”

Ethan grinned, his earlier unease fading. “I’m just saying, you might want to check. No offense, but your ‘chaotic genius’ approach to art doesn’t exactly scream ‘backup plan.’”

“Excuse you,” Lily said, her tone indignant. “I’ll have you know I save my work religiously.”

“Sure you do,” Ethan teased, leaning back and folding his arms behind his head.

Another flash of lightning lit up the room, followed by a particularly loud crack of thunder that made Lily jump slightly. She tried to play it off, but Ethan caught the way her grip on the blanket tightened.

“You scared?” he asked, his tone light but curious.

“No,” Lily said quickly, though her voice wavered just enough to betray her.

Ethan smirked. “You totally are.”

“I’m not!” Lily insisted, glaring at him. “I just—don’t love storms, okay? Big deal.”

“Big deal,” Ethan echoed, his smirk widening. “You’re literally wrapped up like a human burrito right now. If that’s not a sign of fear, I don’t know what is.”

Lily narrowed her eyes at him, but the corners of her mouth twitched. “Keep talking, Spreadsheet Boy, and we’ll see how brave you are when I ‘accidentally’ spill paint on your laptop.”

Ethan laughed, shaking his head. “You’re impossible.”

“And you’re predictable,” Lily shot back, but there was no real bite in her words.

The storm raged on outside, but inside, the room felt warm and safe. The flickering candles cast long, lazy shadows across the walls, and for a little while, it was easy to forget about everything else.

The flickering candlelight painted soft, uneven shadows across the room, making it feel smaller, cozier, more enclosed. Outside, the storm raged on, the rain hammering against the windows in relentless waves. But inside, the only sound was the quiet crackle of the candles and the occasional distant rumble of thunder.

Lily broke the silence first. She had been staring at the dancing flames for a long time, her expression unreadable, but when she finally spoke, her voice was soft, almost wistful.

“You know,” she said, wrapping her arms around her knees and pulling them to her chest, “I used to love storms when I was a kid. I’d sit by the window and watch the lightning for hours. It felt… magical, I guess.”

Ethan tilted his head, watching her as he leaned back against the couch. Her voice had lost its usual bite, replaced by something quieter, more vulnerable. It made him pause before answering.

“What changed?” he asked.

She shrugged, resting her chin on her knees. “I don’t know. I guess I grew up. Things don’t feel magical when you’re stuck worrying about the future all the time.”

Ethan frowned slightly, the words sticking with him in a way that made his chest tighten. He wanted to say something comforting, something that would make her smile again, but words weren’t always his strong suit. Instead, he reached out and nudged her foot lightly with his.

“You’re still young, you know,” he said, his tone soft but teasing. “You don’t have to figure everything out right now.”

Lily smiled faintly, the corners of her lips curving up just enough to chase away some of the heaviness in the room. “You sound like a fortune cookie.”

“Thanks,” Ethan said dryly, leaning back with a smirk. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

They both laughed quietly, the sound warm and intimate in the dimly lit room. For a moment, it felt like the storm outside didn’t exist, like the world had shrunk down to just the two of them.

But then Lily’s expression shifted. The smile faded, her gaze dropping to her hands as she began fidgeting with the edge of the blanket draped over her legs.

“Can I ask you something?” she said hesitantly, her voice barely above a whisper.

Ethan straightened slightly, his smirk fading. Something about her tone made him wary, like he was about to step onto thin ice. “Sure,” he said carefully.

Lily hesitated, her fingers twisting the fabric of the blanket. “Do you ever… feel like this whole thing is weird?”

Ethan blinked. “What whole thing?”

“This,” Lily said, gesturing vaguely between the two of them. “Us. I mean… being step-siblings.”

Ethan’s stomach tightened, his shoulders going stiff. “What do you mean?”

“I don’t know,” she said quickly, like she was trying to find the right words and failing. “It’s just… sometimes I feel like we’re not really… siblings, you know? Like, I don’t think of you that way. And it’s confusing.”

His throat felt dry. He opened his mouth to respond, but nothing came out.

“And I know it’s stupid,” Lily continued, her words tumbling out in a rush now, like she was afraid she’d lose her nerve if she stopped. “I mean, we’re family now, so it shouldn’t matter. But sometimes I feel like—like there’s something else, and I don’t know what to do with that.”

Ethan stared at her, his mind racing. His first instinct was to laugh it off, to make some sarcastic joke that would take the weight out of her words and put them back on safe, familiar ground. But he couldn’t.

Because deep down, he knew she wasn’t imagining it. He felt it too—that strange, unspoken tension that had been lingering between them ever since they’d moved into the same house. He felt it every time she smiled at him, every time she teased him, every time she looked at him like he was more than just some guy her mom had married into the family.

“It’s not wrong to feel confused,” he said finally, his voice low and steady despite the fact that his heart was pounding.

Lily looked up at him, her green eyes wide and searching. “But Ethan—”

“Lily,” he said quickly, cutting her off. “We can’t.”

“Why not?” she asked, her voice soft but insistent. “I mean, technically, we’re not even related. It’s not like—”

“It doesn’t matter,” Ethan interrupted, his tone firmer now. “It’s still… complicated.”

“Everything in life is complicated,” Lily said, her voice barely above a whisper. “That doesn’t mean it’s wrong.”

Ethan’s jaw tightened. He wanted to argue with her, to tell her she was just overthinking things, but the way she was looking at him—like he was the only thing in the world that mattered—was making it impossible to think straight.

“Lily…” he started, but his voice faltered.

She leaned forward slightly, her gaze locked on his. “Do you ever think about it?” she asked, her words soft but deliberate. “About us?”

Ethan froze. His mind screamed at him to lie, to deny everything, to tell her she was imagining things. But the truth was sitting there between them, heavy and undeniable, and he couldn’t bring himself to push it away.

“Yeah,” he admitted finally, his voice barely audible.

Lily’s breath hitched, and for a long moment, neither of them moved. The air between them felt charged, like the storm outside had somehow seeped into the room.

“But it doesn’t matter,” Ethan said quickly, breaking the silence. “We can’t go there, Lily. It’s—it’s too messy.”

Lily frowned, her expression a mix of frustration and hurt. “Messy doesn’t mean bad, Ethan. It just means we’d have to figure it out.”

“And what happens when we can’t figure it out?” Ethan shot back, his voice sharper than he intended. “What happens when things get too complicated and everything falls apart?”

Lily didn’t answer right away. She just stared at him, her eyes glistening in the candlelight. “I don’t know,” she said finally. “But isn’t it worth trying?”

Ethan ran a hand through his hair, exhaling sharply. “Lily, this isn’t—”

“Forget it,” she said suddenly, pulling back and shaking her head. “I shouldn’t have said anything.”

“Lily—”

“Seriously, forget it,” she said, her voice tight. She pulled the blanket tighter around herself, her gaze dropping back to the floor.

Ethan stared at her, his chest aching with the weight of everything unsaid. He wanted to say something—anything—that would fix the tension between them, but the words wouldn’t come.

Instead, he leaned back against the couch, his hands clenched into fists as the storm raged on outside.

For a moment, neither of them moved. The storm outside was a distant echo, the soft flicker of the candlelight casting warm shadows across the room. Ethan’s eyes dropped to her hand, resting so close to his on the floor that he could feel the faint heat of her skin. He didn’t know why he did it, couldn’t explain the sudden pull, but before he could stop himself, his hand brushed against hers.

It was barely a touch—light, fleeting—but it was enough to make Lily look up sharply, her green eyes locking onto his. The air between them felt like it had thickened, heavy and electric, crackling with something unspoken.

“Ethan,” she murmured, her voice barely audible.

He should have pulled back. He should have said something witty or awkward to break the tension, to snap them both out of whatever this was. But he didn’t. He couldn’t.

Instead, he leaned forward, his breath catching as the space between them disappeared.

And then their lips met.

The kiss was soft at first, hesitant and uncertain, like they were both testing the waters. Ethan’s hand slid up to cup her cheek, his thumb brushing against her skin as if she might shatter under his touch. Lily’s fingers hesitated for a moment before tangling in the front of his shirt, pulling him closer with a quiet urgency that made his head spin.

The world outside the room fell away.

There was no storm, no blackout, no house, no looming specter of their parents’ marriage—just the two of them, caught in something wild and uncontainable.

Ethan’s other hand moved to her hair, his fingers threading through the soft strands as the kiss deepened. Lily shifted closer, her blanket slipping off her shoulders as her hands slid up to his collar, gripping it like she was afraid he might pull away.

And for a moment, he didn’t.

He let himself fall into it, into her—into the warmth of her mouth, the way she smelled faintly of paint and something sweet, the quiet little sound she made when his hands tightened in her hair.

It was overwhelming. Too much and not enough, all at the same time.

But then reality came crashing back, sharp and unforgiving.

Ethan froze, his mind catching up to what his body was doing. His hands stilled, and he pulled back abruptly, breaking the kiss with a sharp intake of breath.

“Wait,” he said, his voice hoarse. His hands dropped to his sides as he stared at her, his chest heaving. “Wait—we can’t do this.”

Lily blinked, her lips still parted, her cheeks flushed from the kiss. “What?” she said, her voice unsteady.

“This,” he said, gesturing vaguely between them. “This can’t happen. It’s… it’s wrong.”

Lily’s brows furrowed, confusion and hurt flickering across her face. “Why is it wrong?”

“Because—” Ethan ran a hand through his hair, his thoughts a jumbled mess. “Because we’re—we’re step-siblings, Lily.”

“So what?” she shot back, her voice growing louder, more defensive. “We’re not actually related, Ethan. It’s not like we grew up together or anything. This is just some stupid label—”

“It’s not just a label,” Ethan interrupted, standing up and stepping back as if putting physical distance between them would somehow make this easier. “It’s complicated. It’s messy. And I—I can’t do messy.”

Lily stared up at him, still sitting on the floor, her blanket pooled around her. “You can’t, or you won’t?”

Ethan’s jaw tightened. “Does it matter?”

“Yes, it matters!” she said, her voice cracking slightly. “Because I’m sitting here trying to make sense of this, and you’re already running away from it like it’s some kind of disaster.”

“It is a disaster,” Ethan said, his voice sharper than he intended. He winced, dragging a hand down his face as he tried to calm himself. “Lily, if this—if we—happened, it wouldn’t just affect us. It would mess everything up. For our parents, for the whole family.”

Lily got to her feet, her movements slow and deliberate. “You’re assuming it’s going to mess everything up. You don’t even know that. Maybe it wouldn’t be as big of a deal as you think.”

Ethan shook his head, his heart pounding. “Or maybe it would. Maybe it would ruin everything.”

Lily’s expression softened, her voice dropping to something quieter, more vulnerable. “But what if it didn’t?”

Ethan hesitated, his resolve wavering for a fraction of a second. But then he shook his head again, stepping back toward the door.

“I’m sorry, Lily,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper. “I can’t… we can’t.”

Lily opened her mouth to respond, but no words came out. She just stood there, watching as he turned and walked out of the room, leaving her alone in the flickering candlelight.

The door clicked shut behind him, and Lily sank back onto the floor, her legs folding beneath her. Her hands trembled slightly as she pulled the blanket back around her shoulders, her mind spinning.

She could still feel the ghost of his hands in her hair, the lingering warmth of his lips against hers.

And as the storm continued to rage outside, she couldn’t help but wonder if Ethan had felt the same thing she had—that pull, that spark, that undeniable something that had been building between them for weeks.

Because if he had…

If he had, then why had he walked away?

Ethan lay awake in bed, staring at the ceiling as shadows from the storm outside danced faintly across the room. The house was silent now, save for the occasional creak of the old wooden floors or the distant patter of rain against the windows. But inside his head, it was anything but quiet.

His lips still tingled from the kiss, a maddening reminder of what had happened. No matter how many times he told himself to stop thinking about it, the memory of her—soft, warm, and impossibly close—kept playing on a loop in his mind, mocking him.

He groaned, dragging a hand down his face as if he could physically wipe away the thoughts.

What the hell is wrong with you?

He knew it was wrong. He knew they couldn’t do this. But knowing didn’t stop the sharp tug in his chest every time he replayed the moment. The way her fingers had curled into his shirt, like she couldn’t bear to let him go. The way her breath hitched when his hands tangled in her hair. The way she looked at him, her green eyes wide and unguarded, like he was the only thing in the world that mattered.

It was intoxicating.

And it was a disaster.

Ethan shifted restlessly, punching his pillow into a new shape and rolling onto his side. It didn’t help. The weight in his chest was still there, heavy and unrelenting, like he was being crushed under the enormity of his own thoughts.

You’re supposed to be the responsible one, he reminded himself bitterly. The logical one. The one who didn’t make impulsive, reckless decisions that could blow up in his face. And yet here he was, lying in the dark, replaying every second of a kiss he never should have let happen.

But the worst part—the part that made his stomach twist and his heart pound in equal measure—was that he didn’t regret it.

He should. God, he should. But he didn’t.

Instead, he hated himself for wanting more.

Ethan let out a frustrated sigh, throwing an arm over his eyes as if that could block out the images flashing through his mind. Her soft laughter when she teased him. The way she always seemed to know exactly how to get under his skin. The spark in her eyes that dared him to keep up with her, to match her wit and her fire.

That spark had been there tonight too, but it had been different.

More intense.

More dangerous.

And he’d been stupid enough to lean into it, to let it pull him under like a riptide.

He cursed under his breath, rolling onto his back again. The ceiling stared back at him, offering no answers, no solutions, no escape.

He’d thought pulling away would make things easier, that putting distance between them would snap them both out of whatever this was. But it hadn’t.

If anything, it had made it worse.

Because now he was alone with nothing but the memory of her and the unbearable weight of everything unsaid.

She’d looked hurt when he walked away. He hadn’t been able to get that image out of his head either—the way her shoulders had slumped, the way her voice had cracked when she tried to argue with him.

“Why not?” she’d asked, so softly it still echoed in his ears.

He didn’t have a good answer. Not one that made sense.

“It’s complicated,” he’d said, as if that explained anything. As if that was enough to justify the mess they were in.

And it was complicated. He wasn’t wrong about that. But the real problem wasn’t the logistics or the labels or the potential fallout with their parents.

The real problem was that he wanted her.

Not as a sister. Not as a friend.

As something else entirely.

Ethan clenched his jaw, his hands balling into fists at his sides. He couldn’t let this happen. He wouldn’t.

But even as he told himself that, he knew it was a lie.

Because the truth was, some part of him had already crossed the line.

And no matter how hard he tried to convince himself otherwise, he wasn’t sure he could go back.


Chapter 6.

The days after the kiss were marked by a silence so thick it felt almost suffocating, like the entire house had been plunged underwater.

Ethan avoided Lily like the plague. He left for his internship before the sun was fully up, muttering a quick, “Don’t wait up,” if their mom happened to be in the kitchen. He stayed out late under the pretense of “extra work,” though anyone who actually knew him would have raised an eyebrow at the idea of Ethan the Overachiever suddenly needing overtime. He even started eating his meals at odd hours—either earlier or later than usual—just to avoid the chance of running into her in the kitchen.

The house was big enough for them to exist in entirely separate worlds, and Ethan made sure their paths didn’t cross.

It wasn’t hard, logistically speaking. But mentally? That was a whole different story. No matter how much space he put between them, the memory of the kiss refused to stay buried.

It crept in when he least expected it.

He’d be sitting in a meeting at work, nodding along to some presentation he wasn’t really listening to, and suddenly he’d remember the way her lips had felt against his—soft and warm, with just a hint of the strawberry lip balm she always used. His pen would freeze mid-note, and he’d have to shake himself out of it before someone noticed.

Or he’d be at his desk, staring at a spreadsheet that refused to balance, and her laugh would echo in his head, uninvited and relentless. That stupid, infuriating laugh that had always gotten under his skin in the most irritatingly addictive way.

It was maddening.

The worst part was, he couldn’t even talk to anyone about it. What was he supposed to say? Hey, you know my stepsister? Yeah, kissed her. Now I’m spiraling. That would go over well.

No. He just had to push it down, bury it under work and distractions, and hope it went away on its own.

It didn’t.

Meanwhile, Lily wasn’t faring much better.

If Ethan was burying himself in work, Lily was burying herself in her art. Her room became her sanctuary, the one place where she could lose herself in something other than the confusing knot of emotions twisting inside her.

She spent hours at her easel, turning blank canvases into chaotic explosions of color. Reds and oranges clashed with deep blues and blacks, creating something wild and untamed, something that matched the storm raging inside her.

It didn’t help as much as she wanted it to.

The kiss had left her shaken, confused, and—if she was being honest—angry.

Angry at Ethan for pulling away like it had meant nothing. Angry at herself for letting it happen in the first place. And angry at the universe for putting them in this impossible situation, for making her feel things she didn’t know how to deal with.

Every time she thought about it, she felt like screaming.

And the worst part? She couldn’t even confront him about it.

Not that she hadn’t thought about it. She’d replayed a dozen imaginary arguments in her head, each one more dramatic and cutting than the last. In one, she cornered him in the kitchen and demanded to know why he was avoiding her. In another, she threw a paintbrush at his head and told him he was a coward.

But when it came down to it, she couldn’t bring herself to do it.

Because as much as she hated the silence between them, she was just as guilty of hiding.

And so, she did the only thing she could think of to distract herself: she said yes when Trevor asked her out again.

Trevor.

The name alone made her wince. He was nice enough—tall, good-looking, with that easy charm that made people gravitate toward him. The kind of guy who always knew exactly what to say, even if it didn’t mean much in the end.

She’d gone out with him a few times before, mostly to appease her friends, who couldn’t understand why she wasn’t dating. He was fine. Nice. Safe. But there was no spark, no pull, no anything, really.

Still, when he’d texted her out of the blue asking if she wanted to grab dinner, she hadn’t hesitated.

“Sure,” she’d replied, her fingers flying across the screen before she could change her mind.

And now, as she stood in front of her closet trying to decide what to wear, she couldn’t help but feel a pang of guilt. Not for saying yes to Trevor, but for the very obvious reason she’d done it.

This isn’t about him, she reminded herself for the hundredth time. This is about moving on. About proving to yourself that one stupid kiss doesn’t mean anything.

But even as she thought it, she knew it was a lie.

Because no matter how hard she tried to convince herself otherwise, no matter how much time she spent painting or texting Trevor back with cheerful emojis, Ethan was still there.

In the back of her mind.

In every stolen glance, every awkward silence, every unexplained flutter in her chest when she thought about him.

And she hated it.

Lily wasn’t entirely sure if Trevor was her type. He wasn’t the kind of guy who made her heart race or her stomach flip, but maybe that was a good thing right now. He was uncomplicated, the human equivalent of a quiet soundtrack in the background—pleasant, easy to be around, and charming in a way that didn’t require much effort from her.

Sure, his jokes weren’t particularly clever, but at least they made her laugh, even if it was more out of politeness than genuine amusement. Most importantly, though, he wasn’t Ethan.

And that was enough.

The first time Trevor picked her up from the house, Ethan was conveniently “out.” She hadn’t missed the way their mom had mentioned, in passing, that Ethan had suddenly decided to stay late at work that night. Lily didn’t believe it for a second. It wasn’t his style to stay late unless he absolutely had to.

The second time, though, Ethan was home.

She was standing in the entryway, her back to the staircase, adjusting the zipper on her jacket and checking her reflection in the mirror. Trevor would be here any minute, and she was determined to look like she hadn’t overthought this.

Halfway through fixing a stray strand of hair, she heard it—the unmistakable sound of footsteps descending the stairs. Heavy, deliberate, and all too familiar.

She stiffened but didn’t turn around. She could feel his eyes on her, even before he spoke.

“Going somewhere?” Ethan’s voice broke the silence, calm on the surface but with an edge that made her grip the strap of her bag a little tighter.

“Yeah,” she said, keeping her tone casual as she slung the bag over her shoulder. “Trevor’s taking me to the movies.”

She still didn’t turn to face him. She didn’t want to see whatever expression he was wearing—didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of knowing how much he got under her skin.

There was a pause, long enough for her to adjust the zipper on her jacket again even though it was already perfectly fine.

“You’re still seeing him?” Ethan asked finally. His voice was sharper this time, tighter.

Lily’s jaw clenched. She turned slowly, meeting his gaze with a raised eyebrow. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

Ethan was standing at the bottom of the stairs now, one hand gripping the banister like it might keep him rooted there. His jaw was tight, his expression carefully unreadable, but his eyes gave him away.

“He’s nice,” Lily continued, crossing her arms over her chest. “And he actually wants to spend time with me.”

The words hung in the air like a challenge.

Ethan’s lips parted slightly, like he was about to say something, but he hesitated. For a second, he looked almost caught off guard, like she’d hit a nerve he hadn’t been prepared for.

“Does he?” Ethan said finally, his voice low. There was something in his tone—something she didn’t quite know how to name—that made her stomach twist. “Or is he just convenient?”

Lily blinked, stunned for half a second before narrowing her eyes. “Excuse me?”

“You heard me,” Ethan said, his tone cooling now, like he was slipping back into the calm, detached version of himself that drove her crazy. “It’s just funny, that’s all. You didn’t seem all that interested in him before.”

“Maybe I changed my mind,” she shot back, her voice sharper than she intended.

“Right,” he said, his eyes flicking down to her bag and then back to her face. “Because Trevor’s such a fascinating guy.”

Lily’s cheeks flushed. “What is your problem?”

“I don’t have a problem,” Ethan said, his voice tight. “I just don’t get it. You don’t even like him.”

She took a step closer, her arms still crossed. “How would you know what I like, Ethan? You’ve been avoiding me for days. You don’t get to waltz in now and act like you understand anything about me.”

His jaw tightened, but before he could get a word in, the sound of Trevor’s car pulling into the driveway cut through the tension.

Lily’s shoulders stiffened, and for a moment, neither of them moved. She could hear the faint hum of Trevor’s engine idling outside, the distant bass of whatever upbeat pop song he had playing.

Ethan’s eyes flicked toward the door, then back to her. There was something unreadable in his gaze now, something that made her want to look away but also made it impossible to.

“Don’t wait up,” she said finally, her voice quieter but still laced with defiance.

She turned on her heel and opened the door, stepping out onto the porch just as Trevor honked his horn lightly.

“Hey, you look great!” Trevor called out, leaning across the passenger seat to flash her one of his easy, boyish grins.

Lily forced a smile, throwing a quick glance over her shoulder as she walked down the driveway. Ethan was still standing there in the entryway, framed by the light of the house, his hands shoved into his pockets.

He wasn’t smiling.

She climbed into Trevor’s car, laughing lightly at whatever joke he made as she buckled her seatbelt. But as they pulled out of the driveway, her laughter felt hollow, like it had been dragged out of her by sheer force of will.

Inside, Ethan stayed frozen at the bottom of the stairs, listening as the sound of her laughter faded into the night.

He told himself it didn’t matter, that she could go out with whoever she wanted. It wasn’t his business.

But the thought of her with someone else—laughing at Trevor’s dumb jokes, letting him into the parts of her life that Ethan had always taken for granted—made his chest ache in a way he didn’t want to acknowledge.

He ran a hand through his hair, letting out a slow breath as he turned and walked back up the stairs.

But no matter how hard he tried to shake it off, the image of her walking out the door, looking defiant and hurt all at once, stayed with him long after the house fell silent again.

The third time Trevor came to pick her up, Ethan was sitting on the couch, a book open in his lap, though he couldn’t have said what it was about if his life depended on it. He’d been staring at the same page for the past ten minutes, the words blurring together as he stewed in his own thoughts.

The faint hum of Trevor’s car pulling into the driveway was the first thing to snap him out of it. His jaw tightened as he heard Lily’s footsteps descending the stairs, quick and light, followed by the telltale shuffle of her grabbing her bag from the entryway.

Then the doorbell rang.

Ethan’s eyes flicked toward the hallway. He couldn’t see the door from where he was sitting, but he didn’t need to. He could picture it clearly—Lily opening the door with that same bright smile she always wore when Trevor showed up.

“Hey,” she said, her voice carrying just enough for him to hear.

“Hey, you,” Trevor replied, his tone oozing that casual, effortless charm that made Ethan’s teeth grind. “You ready?”

“Yep!” Lily chirped.

Ethan heard the faint rustle of her jacket as she slipped it on, followed by the soft scrape of her bag being slung over her shoulder. He didn’t move, didn’t look up, but he felt his grip on the book tighten as she stepped toward the door.

“See you later, Ethan,” she called over her shoulder, her tone breezy, like this was just any other day.

For a split second, Ethan considered not responding. Just staring at the book like he hadn’t heard her. But the thought of her walking out the door without so much as a glance from him made something twist in his chest.

He looked up just in time to see her silhouette in the doorway, the golden light from the porch spilling around her.

Her hair was pulled back in that messy but somehow perfect way she always managed to pull off. She was wearing that leather jacket she’d had for years, the one she claimed made her feel like a “badass,” though Ethan had always thought it made her look softer somehow, in a way that didn’t make sense.

And then there was Trevor.

He was leaning casually against the doorframe, his shoulders relaxed, his grin easy. He looked like he didn’t have a care in the world, like he hadn’t spent the past few weeks worming his way into Ethan’s.

Trevor said something—Ethan couldn’t make out the words, but whatever it was, it made Lily laugh. That soft, infectious laugh that used to annoy Ethan when it was aimed at him but now made his stomach churn when it wasn’t.

The sound of the door closing and her laughter fading as she stepped outside snapped him out of his trance.

Ethan’s gaze dropped back to the book in his lap, but he wasn’t reading. He was staring at the words, unseeing, his jaw set so tightly it ached.

The faint rumble of Trevor’s car starting up reached his ears, followed by the crunch of tires on gravel as they backed out of the driveway.

And then, silence.

Unbearable silence.

Ethan’s fingers flexed, the edges of the book digging into his palms. He tried to ignore the way his chest felt like it was being squeezed, tried to tell himself that none of this mattered.

But it did. And it was driving him insane.

“Unbelievable,” he muttered under his breath, snapping the book shut with more force than necessary.

He leaned back against the couch, running a hand through his hair as he stared at the ceiling.

What was so great about Trevor, anyway? Sure, the guy was tall and good-looking in that “I played varsity soccer and peaked in high school” kind of way. But he wasn’t funny—not really. His jokes were the kind of bland, generic stuff that got polite laughs at best.

And yet Lily laughed at them.

She laughed like he was the funniest guy in the world, like she didn’t notice—or didn’t care—that most of what came out of his mouth was surface-level nonsense.

Ethan scowled, his fingers tapping restlessly against the closed book.

He told himself he didn’t care. Told himself it wasn’t his business who Lily went out with or what she found funny.

But the truth was, the idea of her sitting in some dark theater with Trevor, laughing at his dumb jokes and sharing popcorn, made Ethan feel like he was coming apart at the seams.

He could picture it too clearly. She’d be the one to suggest a movie she actually wanted to see, something sharp and funny that Trevor probably wouldn’t get but would pretend to enjoy anyway. She’d roll her eyes at him when he made some clueless comment about the plot, but she’d do it with a smile, because that’s who Lily was—always patient, always generous.

And Trevor? Trevor would eat it up. He’d lean closer, make some smooth comment, and she’d laugh again, just like she did outside the door.

“Goddamn Trevor,” Ethan muttered, standing abruptly.

He tossed the book onto the coffee table and started pacing, his hands shoved deep into the pockets of his jeans.

This wasn’t jealousy.

It wasn’t.

It was frustration. Annoyance.

Because Trevor didn’t deserve her. That was all it was.

Trevor didn’t know her like Ethan did. He didn’t know that she chewed her pen caps when she was deep in thought, or that she listened to the same three songs on repeat when she was in a bad mood. He didn’t know that she hated olives or that she secretly cried during those dumb animal adoption commercials.

He didn’t know that she snorted when she laughed too hard, or that she could quote every line from her favorite movies, or that she had this way of tilting her head when she was teasing you that made you want to both strangle her and laugh at the same time.

Trevor didn’t know any of that.

And yet, there he was. Sitting in his stupid car with his stupid grin, taking her out like he had any idea who she really was.

Ethan stopped pacing, his fists clenching at his sides.

This wasn’t about jealousy.

But the knot in his chest said otherwise.

The clock on the wall ticked annoyingly loud as Ethan sat in the living room, pretending not to be waiting for Lily. His foot tapped against the floor, his arms crossed tightly over his chest as he stared at the muted television. Some action movie was playing, all explosions and car chases, but he hadn’t absorbed a single second of it.

His irritation had been simmering all evening, boiling just under the surface. He told himself a dozen times to go to bed, to let it go, to stop being… whatever this was. But every time he tried, he’d hear Trevor’s stupid laugh in his head or see the way Lily had smiled at him earlier, and he’d feel that knot in his chest tighten all over again.

When the sound of the front door opening finally broke the silence, Ethan’s head snapped up.

Lily walked in, her hair slightly windblown, her cheeks flushed from the cold night air. She was halfway through shrugging off her jacket when she noticed him sitting on the couch.

“Oh,” she said, blinking in surprise. “You’re still up.”

Ethan didn’t reply right away. He’d spent hours mentally rehearsing what he might say if this moment came, but now that it was here, all of his carefully constructed sentences flew out the window.

“Good date?” he asked instead, the words coming out sharper than he intended.

Lily froze for a split second, caught off guard by the tone. Then, slowly, her eyes narrowed. “What’s it to you?”

Ethan stood, crossing his arms as he faced her. “I just don’t get it. Why are you wasting your time with that guy?”

“Wasting my time?” Lily repeated, her voice rising as she dropped her jacket onto the back of a chair. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

Ethan shrugged, his jaw tightening. “It means he’s not your type.”

“Oh, and I suppose you know my type now?” she snapped, taking a step closer, her hands on her hips.

“I know you!” Ethan shot back, his voice louder than he intended. “I know you don’t actually like Trevor. Not really. He’s just… convenient.”

Lily’s eyes widened in disbelief. “Convenient? Are you serious right now?”

“Yes, I’m serious,” Ethan said, the words spilling out before he could stop them. “He’s boring, Lily. He doesn’t challenge you, doesn’t push you. He’s just some guy who makes dumb jokes and drives a car that’s way too loud.”

Lily’s cheeks flushed with anger, her hands clenching into fists at her sides. “And what if that’s exactly what I want, huh? Someone easy? Someone normal? Not everything has to be complicated, Ethan!”

“Normal?” Ethan scoffed, stepping closer. “You don’t even like normal. You’d get bored of him in a week if you weren’t already using him as some kind of distraction.”

“Distraction from what?” Lily shot back, her voice rising to match his. “Go on, Ethan. Say it.”

Ethan’s jaw worked, his teeth clenched so tightly it hurt. He could feel the words bubbling up, the ones he’d been trying to avoid for days, but he couldn’t bring himself to say them.

“That’s what I thought,” Lily said bitterly, crossing her arms. “You’ve barely spoken to me in days, Ethan. You’ve been too busy pretending I don’t exist. And now, all of a sudden, you care who I go out with?”

“I’m not pretending you don’t exist!” Ethan snapped, running a hand through his hair in frustration.

“No?” Lily took another step closer, her voice trembling with anger now. “Then what do you call it? Because you sure as hell aren’t acting like you give a damn about me.”

“That’s not—” Ethan started, but Lily didn’t let him finish.

“No, go ahead,” she interrupted, her eyes blazing. “Explain to me why you care so much about who I date when you can’t even admit how you feel.”

Ethan froze.

The words hit him like a punch to the gut, knocking the air out of his lungs. His stomach twisted, his pulse pounding in his ears.

“Lily, stop,” he said, his voice low and strained.

“Why?” she demanded, stepping even closer now, so close he could see the faint sheen of tears in her eyes. “Because it’s true? Because you’re too scared to deal with it?”

“Scared?” Ethan echoed, his voice rising again. “You think I’m scared? I’m trying to protect you—protect us—from making a mistake we can’t take back.”

“A mistake,” Lily repeated, her voice cracking. She stared at him, her anger giving way to something rawer, more vulnerable. “Is that what you think this is? A mistake?”

Ethan opened his mouth to respond, but the words wouldn’t come. He dragged a hand through his hair again, his frustration boiling over. “I don’t know what this is, okay? All I know is that it’s wrong.”

“Wrong?” Lily’s voice trembled, hurt flashing across her face. “Why? Because you’re afraid of what people will think? Because you’re afraid of what it’ll mean for our family? Or because you actually feel something for me, and you don’t know how to deal with it?”

Ethan’s throat tightened, his chest heaving as he tried to think of something—anything—to say. But he couldn’t.

The truth was staring him in the face, and it was terrifying.

Lily shook her head, her voice dropping to a whisper. “You know what, Ethan? Maybe you’re right. Maybe this is a mistake. But at least I’m not too much of a coward to admit how I feel.”

Her words hung in the air like a challenge, sharp and cutting.

Ethan opened his mouth again, but she didn’t give him the chance to respond. She brushed past him, her shoulder bumping his as she headed for the stairs.

“Lily, wait—”

But she was already halfway up, her footsteps echoing in the silence.

Ethan stood there, frozen in the middle of the living room, his chest heaving as her words replayed over and over in his head.

The sound of her bedroom door closing upstairs felt like a final, resounding punctuation mark on everything he hadn’t been able to say.

Ethan stayed up late that night, long after the house had gone quiet. The faint glow of the streetlights outside the window cast pale streaks across the living room, reflecting off the blank television screen he hadn’t bothered turning on. He sat in the dark, his elbows resting on his knees, his hands clasped tightly together.

Lily’s words replayed in his mind like a broken record, each one sharper, louder, more unforgiving than the last.

“At least I’m not too much of a coward to admit how I feel.”

His chest tightened as the memory of her voice—cracked, trembling, but so damn certain—echoed again.

Coward.

She wasn’t wrong. That was the worst part.

Ethan ran a hand through his hair, tugging at the roots as if the slight pain would snap him out of his spiraling thoughts. But it didn’t. The weight of what had happened, of what had been said, sat heavy on his shoulders, making it impossible to breathe.

He’d screwed up. That much was obvious.

But what was he supposed to do? Admit she was right? Admit that the reason he’d been avoiding her, the reason he couldn’t stand to see her with Trevor, was because he felt something for her? Something he wasn’t supposed to feel?

His stomach twisted at the thought.

Crossing that line—acknowledging it, saying it out loud—was terrifying. Because once it was out there, there was no taking it back. No undoing it. No pretending it hadn’t happened.

And then what? What if they couldn’t handle it? What if this thing between them—whatever it was—broke everything?

“This… us… it can’t happen.”

He’d said that to her, hadn’t he? He’d looked her in the eyes and said it out loud like it was some immutable fact. And the look on her face…

Ethan’s jaw clenched as he leaned back against the couch, tilting his head toward the ceiling. He could still see her standing there, her cheeks flushed with anger, her eyes shining with unshed tears.

“You don’t mean that,” she’d said.

Of course, he hadn’t meant it. Not entirely. Maybe not at all.

But what choice did he have?

Upstairs, Lily sat on the edge of her bed, her arms wrapped tightly around herself as she stared at the half-finished painting on her easel.

The colors blurred together in the dim light, the bold strokes of red clashing with the softer, muted blues she’d been working on earlier. It was supposed to be abstract, but now it just looked like a mess—chaotic and unresolved, like the knot of emotions twisting inside her.

Tears streaked her cheeks as she tried to focus on the painting, on anything other than the fight she’d just had with Ethan. But it was useless. His voice, his words, kept replaying in her head, each one cutting deeper than the last.

“I don’t know what this is, okay? All I know is that it’s wrong.”

Wrong.

That word had been ringing in her ears ever since he’d said it, like a slap she hadn’t seen coming.

How could something that felt so right—so real—be wrong?

Lily let out a shaky breath, dragging the sleeve of her sweatshirt across her face to wipe away the tears. She wanted to hate him. She wanted to storm downstairs, get right in his face, and yell at him for being so infuriatingly stubborn, for always overthinking everything, for refusing to just let himself feel.

But she couldn’t.

Because no matter how angry she was, no matter how much his words had hurt, she couldn’t bring herself to hate him.

She loved him.

And that was the problem, wasn’t it?

Lily’s gaze drifted back to the painting, her heart aching as she traced the messy lines with her eyes. She’d started it a few days ago, before things between them had gotten so complicated. It was supposed to be something light, something hopeful. But now, it just felt unfinished.

She wanted him to walk through her door, to sit down beside her and tell her she was wrong—that this wasn’t a mistake at all. That he’d been scared, that he didn’t know how to handle this any more than she did, but that it didn’t matter. That they’d figure it out—together.

But the house was silent.

And the door stayed closed.

Downstairs, Ethan stared blankly out the window, his thoughts chasing themselves in circles. He hated this. Hated the silence, hated the way her words had gotten under his skin, hated himself for not knowing how to fix it.

But most of all, he hated the idea that this might be the new normal. That the easy, comfortable dynamic they’d always had might be gone for good.

He thought about going upstairs.

The idea had been gnawing at the back of his mind ever since she’d stormed off, her footsteps echoing angrily on the stairs. He pictured himself knocking on her door, stepping inside, and saying… what, exactly?

That he was sorry? That he didn’t mean it? That he—

Ethan exhaled sharply, shaking his head. No. He couldn’t.

Because if he went upstairs, if he opened that door, there was no turning back.

And he wasn’t sure he could handle that.

Upstairs, Lily wiped her face again and forced herself to stand. She crossed the room to her easel, picking up a brush and dipping it into the paint without really thinking about what she was doing.

She wasn’t going to cry anymore. She wasn’t going to sit here all night, waiting for something that wasn’t going to happen.

If Ethan wanted to stay downstairs, wrapped up in his own head, then fine.

But as she dragged the brush across the canvas in one long, angry stroke, she couldn’t stop the thought from creeping in:

What if things between them were never the same again?


Chapter 7.

The day started off uneventfully, with Ethan finally enjoying a quiet Saturday morning. Melissa and David were still out of town, and the house was blissfully silent for once.

He brewed himself a cup of coffee, the rich aroma filling the kitchen as he leaned against the counter, scrolling through his emails on his phone. Most of it was junk—promotions, newsletters he didn’t remember signing up for, and a few work-related things he wasn’t in the mood to deal with.

For the first time in days, it felt like he could breathe. No awkward silences, no tense run-ins, no sharp words hung in the air like invisible weights. Just quiet. Blissful, uncomplicated quiet.

He sat down at the kitchen table, letting the mug warm his hands as he stared out the window at the overcast sky. It was almost peaceful.

Until his phone rang.

The shrill sound shattered the calm, making him frown as he glanced at the screen. His stomach twisted when he saw Lily’s name flashing.

They’d been avoiding each other all week, exchanging nothing more than polite nods or muttered “yeah, sure” responses when forced to interact. She hadn’t even looked at him during dinner the other night. So why was she calling him now?

For a brief moment, he debated letting it go to voicemail. It wasn’t like she’d be calling to chat. But something in his gut told him to pick up.

He swiped the screen and brought the phone to his ear.

“Hello?”

“Ethan.”

Her voice hit him like a punch to the gut. Shaky, frantic, almost unrecognizable. The kind of voice he’d never heard from her before.

His heart dropped.

“Lily? What’s wrong?” he asked, already sitting up straighter.

“I—I need your help,” she stammered, her words rushed and uneven.

Ethan shot to his feet, his coffee abandoned on the table. “What happened?”

“I was hiking with some friends,” she said, her voice trembling. “I twisted my ankle, and I… I fell down this hill. I can’t get back up, and my friends can’t reach me. They’re trying, but—”

“Where are you?” Ethan cut her off, grabbing his keys from the counter, his movements quick and sharp.

“Hidden Pines Trail,” she said, her voice cracking. “Near the east side. Ethan, it hurts.”

His grip on the phone tightened. “I’m on my way,” he said firmly, already heading for the door. “Stay on the phone with me, okay? Don’t hang up.”

“Okay,” she whispered.

The moment he was in his car, the engine roaring to life, he pressed the phone to his ear again. “Talk to me. Are you bleeding? Can you move?”

“I don’t think I’m bleeding,” she said, her breathing uneven. “I scraped my hands when I fell, but it’s mostly my ankle. It’s swelling up, and I can’t put any weight on it.”

Ethan’s jaw clenched as he turned onto the main road, his tires screeching slightly. “How steep is the hill?”

“Pretty steep,” she said, her voice trembling. “I tried to climb back up, but it was too slippery. The dirt keeps giving out under me.”

“Don’t try to move anymore,” he said, his voice firmer now. “Just stay where you are.”

“I wasn’t planning on going anywhere,” she muttered, a hint of her usual sarcasm breaking through despite her panic.

Ethan exhaled sharply, a flicker of relief cutting through his tension. “That’s the Lily I know.”

There was a beat of silence on the other end, broken only by the sound of her ragged breathing.

“Ethan?”

“Yeah?”

“Thanks,” she said quietly. “For… for answering.”

His grip on the steering wheel tightened. “Don’t thank me yet. Just stay on the line, okay? I’m about ten minutes out.”

“Okay,” she whispered again, her voice small.

Ethan pressed harder on the gas, weaving through traffic with a single-minded focus that had his knuckles whitening on the wheel. His mind raced with images of her sitting at the bottom of some hill, hurt and scared, waiting for someone to pull her out.

The thought made his chest tighten.

“Are your friends still there?” he asked after a moment.

“Yeah,” she said, though her voice was faint. “They’re at the top of the hill. They’re trying to figure out how to get down, but I told them to stay put. I didn’t want anyone else to fall.”

“Good,” Ethan said, nodding to himself. “That’s good. I’m almost there.”

“I didn’t know who else to call,” she admitted, her voice barely above a whisper.

His stomach twisted again.

“You did the right thing,” he said, his tone softer now. “I’ve got you, Lily. Just hold on.”

Another pause. She sniffled quietly, and it nearly broke him.

“I hate hiking,” she muttered suddenly, her voice wobbling but laced with frustration.

Ethan let out a short, dry laugh despite everything. “Yeah, well, I hate that you went hiking without telling anyone.”

“I didn’t think I’d end up stranded halfway down a hill,” she shot back, a flicker of heat returning to her voice.

“For someone so smart, you make some really dumb decisions,” Ethan said, but there was no bite in his tone.

“Bite me,” she muttered, and he could hear the tears threatening to break through again.

“Pass,” he said lightly, his lips twitching into the faintest of smiles as he made the final turn toward the trailhead.

The gravel road leading to the parking lot was nearly empty, save for a few cars and a group of what he assumed were her friends standing nervously near the edge of the trail.

“I’m here,” Ethan said, pulling into a spot and killing the engine. “I’m heading down now. Keep talking to me.”

“Ethan—”

“Just keep talking,” he said firmly, slipping his phone into his pocket as he grabbed a flashlight and started jogging toward the trail.

Ethan broke at least five traffic laws on the way to the trailhead, though in his defense, it wasn’t entirely intentional. He didn’t even realize he’d blown through a stop sign until the blaring horn of an oncoming car snapped him out of his spiraling thoughts.

“Jesus,” he muttered, gripping the steering wheel tighter as he sped down the winding road.

His mind raced with worst-case scenarios. He knew the east side of Hidden Pines—it wasn’t just steep, it was downright treacherous. Loose rocks, narrow paths, and sudden drop-offs. It wasn’t the kind of place you casually hiked, let alone with no backup plan.

What the hell was Lily thinking?

And why hadn’t she told him she was going hiking in the first place? She hadn’t mentioned anything about it all week. Then again, they’d barely spoken more than a few clipped sentences since their blow-up in the living room.

By the time he pulled into the gravel parking lot at the trailhead, his heart was pounding, and not just from the drive. He parked the car haphazardly, leaving it at an angle across two spaces, and jumped out, grabbing a flashlight and a first aid kit from the trunk. His boots crunched against the gravel as he jogged toward the trail entrance.

A group of three people stood near the edge of the path, their faces a mix of worry and guilt.

“You’re Ethan, right?” one of them—a tall guy with floppy brown hair and a frazzled expression—asked as Ethan approached.

“Yeah,” Ethan said, his tone sharper than he intended. “Where is she?”

The guy pointed toward a steep incline just off the trail, where the ground dropped away into a mess of loose rocks and tangled bushes. “She’s down there. We tried to climb down, but it’s too dangerous. She told us to stay put.”

Ethan’s eyes followed the direction of his pointing, his stomach sinking at the sight of the slope. “How far down?”

“Maybe twenty feet?” the guy said, wincing. “She fell pretty hard. We can still hear her, though, so she’s okay. Kind of.”

“Kind of?” Ethan snapped, shooting him a glare.

“She’s alive, dude!” the guy stammered, holding his hands up defensively.

“Great,” Ethan muttered under his breath, already moving toward the edge of the incline.

“Dude, be careful!” one of the other friends—a girl with a high ponytail and guilt written all over her face—called after him.

Ethan ignored her. He wasn’t about to waste time being cautious when Lily was hurt and alone at the bottom of a hill.

The descent was as bad as it looked. The ground crumbled under his boots with every step, sending small rocks tumbling ahead of him. Branches snagged at his clothes, and the flashlight he’d clipped to his jacket bounced light erratically over the uneven terrain.

None of it mattered. His focus was locked on the figure below him.

Lily was sitting at the base of a cluster of bushes, her arms wrapped tightly around her knees. She looked small, her hair tangled and her face streaked with dirt, and even from a distance, he could tell she was crying.

“Lily!” he called out as he neared her, his voice carrying through the stillness of the woods.

Her head snapped up, and when her eyes met his, relief washed over her face.

“You came,” she said, her voice trembling.

“Of course I came,” Ethan said, dropping to his knees beside her, his flashlight now pointed at her swollen ankle. “What the hell were you thinking, Lily? This trail isn’t safe.”

“I wasn’t thinking,” she admitted, her voice small and brittle. “I just… wanted to get out of the house.”

Ethan sighed, his frustration melting into something softer as he took in the extent of her injuries. Her hands were scraped raw, her jeans torn at the knees, and her left ankle was already swollen and starting to bruise.

“Let me see,” he said gently, reaching for her foot.

She winced as he touched it, sucking in a sharp breath through her teeth. Ethan’s jaw clenched, his chest tightening at the sound.

“It’s sprained,” he said after a moment, his voice calmer than he felt. “You’re lucky it’s not broken.”

“Lucky me,” she muttered, attempting a weak smile.

Ethan sat back on his heels, running a hand through his hair. “Lily…” His tone was softer now, a mix of exasperation and concern. “You can’t just—” He stopped himself, sighing instead. “Never mind. Let’s just get you out of here.”

“How?” she asked, raising an eyebrow. “You’re not exactly built like The Rock.”

“Watch it,” Ethan said, his lips twitching into the faintest of smirks. “You’d be surprised.”

“Sure,” she said, her sarcasm faint but still there. “Let me know how that works out for you.”

“Hold still,” he said, ignoring her.

Before she could protest, he slid one arm under her knees and the other around her back, scooping her up in one fluid motion.

“Ethan!” she yelped, her arms instinctively looping around his neck. “You’re going to drop me!”

“Not a chance,” he said, his tone firm as he stood, adjusting her weight against his chest.

Lily blinked up at him, her face inches from his. “You’re stronger than you look,” she muttered.

“Thanks,” Ethan deadpanned. “I’ll put that glowing compliment on my résumé.”

She huffed a small laugh, though it was clear she was trying to hold it together. Her grip on his neck tightened slightly, and for a moment, neither of them said anything.

The climb back up was brutal. The incline was just as steep and unforgiving as before, but Ethan didn’t slow down, even when his muscles screamed in protest.

“You didn’t have to come, you know,” Lily said quietly after a while, her voice barely audible over the crunch of rocks beneath his boots.

“Don’t be stupid,” Ethan said, his tone gruff. “You called me. Of course I came.”

She rested her head against his shoulder, her hair brushing against his jaw. “Thank you,” she whispered, the words so soft he almost didn’t hear them.

Ethan’s grip on her tightened slightly, his heart pounding for an entirely different reason now. “Yeah, well,” he said, keeping his voice even. “Don’t make a habit of this.”

She let out a tired laugh, her breath warm against his neck. “No promises.”

By the time they reached the top, her friends were waiting anxiously, their faces a mix of relief and guilt. Ethan ignored them, his focus still entirely on Lily as he carried her toward his car.

“Ethan,” Lily said as he set her down gently in the passenger seat, her voice softer now.

“Yeah?”

“You’re kind of a pain in the ass.”

He smirked, leaning down slightly so they were eye level. “Right back at you, Lily.”

She smiled faintly, her eyes fluttering closed as exhaustion finally won out.

Ethan shut the door, exhaling as he leaned against the car for a brief moment. The adrenaline was wearing off, but the knot in his chest hadn’t gone anywhere.

For now, though, he was just glad she was safe.

By the time they got home, the late afternoon sun was casting long, golden shadows across the living room. Ethan pushed the front door open with his shoulder, carefully balancing Lily in his arms.

“You know,” Lily said as he carried her inside, “I can hop. Or crawl. Or, I don’t know, use my one good leg. You don’t have to keep pretending you’re Superman.”

“Superman doesn’t complain this much,” Ethan shot back, ignoring her protests as he set her down gently on the couch.

She winced as her sore ankle shifted, and Ethan frowned. “Stay put,” he ordered, already heading down the hall.

“Yes, sir,” she muttered under her breath, leaning back against the cushions.

A moment later he returned, first aid kit in one hand and a bag of frozen peas in the other.

“Peas,” she said, arching an eyebrow. “Very professional.”

“Don’t start,” he said, kneeling in front of her and setting the kit on the coffee table. “It’s all we had in the freezer. You’re lucky I didn’t grab the frozen waffles.”

“I was kind of hoping for ice cream,” she quipped, watching as he opened the kit with practiced ease.

Ethan didn’t reply, too focused on carefully cleaning the scrapes on her hands. His touch was surprisingly gentle, and Lily found herself watching his face as he worked—the furrow of his brow, the way his lips pressed together in concentration.

“You’re really good at this,” she said, trying to distract herself from the dull sting.

“I took a first aid class in college,” he said without looking up. “Figured it might come in handy someday.”

“Well, congratulations,” Lily said dryly. “You’re officially the hero of the day.”

Ethan snorted, shaking his head as he reached for a roll of gauze. “You’re ridiculous.”

“And you’re bossy,” she shot back, a small smile tugging at her lips. “Honestly, I feel like I should be grading you right now. You’re hovering like a mom with a scraped-knee kid.”

He glanced up at her then, his expression softening despite himself. “Yeah, well, this mom saved your ass today, so maybe a little gratitude wouldn’t kill you.”

Her smile faltered slightly as their eyes met, the teasing slipping away. The room seemed to grow quieter, the space between them heavier.

Ethan sat back on his heels, tossing the gauze onto the table and running a hand through his hair. “Lily…”

The way he said her name made her chest tighten. She straightened slightly, watching him carefully.

“What?” she asked softly, though part of her wasn’t sure she wanted the answer.

He hesitated, his fingers dragging through his hair again, leaving it even messier than before. “I’ve been pushing you away,” he said finally, his voice low.

Lily blinked, caught off guard by the sudden shift in tone.

“Not because I don’t care about you,” he continued, his words measured, like he was forcing them out one by one. “But because I do.”

Her breath caught in her throat.

“Ethan—”

“Let me finish,” he said, cutting her off gently but firmly.

Lily pressed her lips together, her heart thudding against her ribs as she waited for him to continue.

“I’m scared, Lily,” he admitted, his eyes locking onto hers. “Scared of what this means. Scared of what people will think. Scared of how it’ll affect our parents. I’ve been trying to convince myself that it’s wrong, that it’s just… a phase. But no matter how hard I try, I can’t stop thinking about you.”

The words hung in the air, heavy and raw, and Lily felt her throat tighten.

She wanted to say something—anything—but her voice wouldn’t cooperate.

Ethan shook his head, a bitter laugh escaping his lips. “God, I sound like some kind of idiot, don’t I?”

“You don’t,” she said quickly, her voice trembling slightly.

He looked at her, his expression a mix of frustration and vulnerability. “I don’t want to hurt you, Lily. But I don’t know how to do this. I don’t know how to let myself feel this way without ruining everything.”

For a moment, neither of them spoke. The only sound was the faint hum of the refrigerator in the kitchen and the distant chirping of birds outside.

Lily swallowed hard, her hands twisting nervously in her lap. “You think caring about me is going to ruin everything?” she asked quietly, her voice cracking despite her best effort to keep it steady.

Ethan winced, his gaze dropping to the floor. “I think it’s complicated,” he admitted.

Lily let out a shaky laugh, though there was no humor in it. “Complicated,” she repeated. “That’s such a you word.”

He looked up at her, his brow furrowing. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means you overthink everything,” she said, her frustration bubbling to the surface. “You’re so busy trying to figure out all the reasons this won’t work that you won’t even consider the possibility that it might.”

“That’s not fair,” Ethan said, his voice rising slightly.

“Isn’t it?” she shot back.

He opened his mouth to argue, but the words didn’t come. Instead, he stared at her, his expression shifting from defensive to something softer, something almost apologetic.

“I don’t want to hurt you,” he said again, his voice quieter this time.

“You already are,” Lily said simply, her eyes shining with unshed tears.

Ethan’s shoulders sagged, the weight of her words hitting him like a punch to the gut.

“I don’t know how to fix this,” he admitted, his voice barely above a whisper.

Lily reached out then, her hand brushing against his. “Maybe it’s not about fixing it,” she said softly. “Maybe it’s just about being honest. With me. With yourself.”

Ethan stared at her hand for a long moment before finally meeting her gaze. The vulnerability in his eyes was almost too much for her to bear.

“I’m trying,” he said quietly.

“I know,” she whispered.

And for the first time in what felt like forever, the tension between them seemed to ease, just slightly.

Lily reached out, her fingers brushing against Ethan’s before curling around his hand. Her touch was warm, steady, and yet there was a slight tremor in her grip—like she wasn’t entirely sure he’d let her hold on.

“Ethan, listen to me,” she said, her voice soft but firm. “You’re not going to ruin anything.”

He glanced at her, his lips pressed together in a tight line, but he didn’t pull away.

“What we feel—it’s not wrong,” she continued, leaning forward slightly, willing him to really hear her. “It’s real. And if it’s real, then it’s worth fighting for.”

Ethan’s gaze dropped to their joined hands, his thumb absently brushing over her knuckles. The small movement sent a shiver up her spine, but she pushed the distraction aside, focusing on the way his brow furrowed like he was wrestling with something he couldn’t quite name.

“It’s not that simple,” he said quietly, his voice rough.

“Maybe not,” Lily admitted, her grip tightening around his. “But running away from it isn’t going to make it any easier.”

Ethan let out a short, humorless laugh, shaking his head. “You make it sound like I’m some kind of coward.”

“You’re not a coward,” she said quickly, her tone sharper now. “But you are being stubborn. You’re so busy convincing yourself this is some kind of disaster waiting to happen that you’re not even giving us a chance.”

His jaw tightened, but he didn’t argue.

“Ethan,” Lily said, her voice softening again. “You have to stop hiding. You have to trust me.”

He stayed silent for a long moment, his thumb still tracing slow, absentminded circles over her hand. The warmth of his touch was almost distracting, but she didn’t let herself focus on it—not yet. She watched his face, the way his dark eyes stayed fixed on their hands like they held answers he couldn’t find anywhere else.

When he finally looked up, she saw it—the fear that he was trying so hard to bury. But there was something else there too, something warmer, softer, that made her heart twist in her chest.

“I don’t know if I can,” he admitted, his voice barely above a whisper. “But I’ll try.”

Lily’s lips curved into a small, relieved smile, and she leaned in just enough to close the space between them. “That’s all I’m asking,” she said gently.

For a moment, the tension in the air seemed to ease. But, of course, it couldn’t last.

“You’re annoyingly optimistic, you know that?” Ethan said, his tone dry but his lips twitching at the corners.

“Someone has to be,” Lily shot back, arching an eyebrow. “You’re over here acting like our feelings are some kind of nuclear bomb that’s going to take out the entire zip code. Somebody has to keep things in perspective.”

Ethan snorted, shaking his head. “I’m just trying to be realistic.”

“Realistic?” she repeated, her voice laced with mock disbelief. “Ethan, you’ve literally carried me down a hill, yelled at my friends, and spent the last ten minutes trying to convince yourself you don’t care about me. Realism left the building a long time ago.”

“That’s not—” Ethan started, but she held up a finger, cutting him off.

“Don’t even try to deny it,” she said, smirking now. “You care. Just admit it. Say it out loud, and I promise the world won’t implode.”

Ethan groaned, dragging a hand down his face. “You’re relentless.”

“Yep,” she said, popping the “p” with a grin.

He sighed, his shoulders sagging slightly. “Fine,” he said, meeting her gaze with a mix of exasperation and something else she couldn’t quite place. “I care about you. Are you happy now?”

“Ecstatic,” she said, her grin widening.

“You’re impossible,” he muttered, shaking his head.

“And yet, here you are,” she said, her voice softening again as her thumb brushed against his.

Ethan stared at her for a long moment, his expression unreadable. Then, slowly, the corners of his mouth tugged upward into the faintest hint of a smile.

“Yeah,” he said quietly. “Here I am.”

Lily didn’t say anything right away. Instead, she just held his gaze, her heart pounding in a way that was both terrifying and exhilarating.

“See?” she said after a moment, her voice teasing but warm. “That wasn’t so hard, was it?”

He rolled his eyes, though the smile lingered. “Don’t push your luck.”

“Too late,” she said, leaning back against the couch cushions with a satisfied smile.

Ethan shook his head again, but the tension in his shoulders seemed to ease, and for the first time in what felt like forever, the air between them didn’t feel so heavy.

“Thanks, by the way,” she said after a moment, her tone quieter.

“For what?”

“For staying,” she said simply, her eyes meeting his again.

Ethan didn’t reply right away. Instead, he just gave her hand a small squeeze, his thumb still brushing over her knuckles in that slow, absentminded way that made her stomach flutter.

“Always,” he said finally, his voice low but steady.

They sat like that for a while, the storm outside forgotten. The steady rhythm of the rain against the windows filled the room, a soothing backdrop to the quiet that had settled between them. For the first time in what felt like weeks, Ethan allowed himself to relax.

He wasn’t sure how it had happened—how they’d gone from sharp words and awkward silences to this. Her hand in his, her head resting lightly against his shoulder, the tension between them softening like a knot slowly unraveling.

He glanced down at their joined hands, his thumb absently brushing over her knuckles. Her skin was warm under his, her fingers delicate but steady. It amazed him, really, how someone so infuriating could also feel so… grounding.

“Are you always this fidgety?” Lily’s voice broke the silence, teasing but soft.

Ethan blinked, realizing his thumb was still moving. “I’m not fidgety,” he said defensively, though he immediately stopped.

“You are,” she said, a small smile tugging at her lips. “It’s like your brain can’t handle sitting still for more than five minutes.”

“Maybe I’m just trying to figure out why you’re still here,” he shot back, arching an eyebrow. “Most people would’ve run screaming by now.”

“Most people don’t know how to deal with you,” she quipped, her smile widening.

“And you do?”

“Obviously,” she said, tilting her head to look up at him. “I mean, I’ve survived this long, haven’t I?”

Ethan snorted, shaking his head. “You’re impossible.”

“And yet, here you are,” she said, echoing his words from earlier with a playful glint in her eyes.

He rolled his eyes, but the corner of his mouth twitched upward despite himself.

The sun outside was beginning to set, casting the room in a warm, golden light. The soft glow made her hair look almost like it was on fire, the strands catching the light in a way that made it hard for him to look away.

Lily shifted slightly, her head still resting on his shoulder. “You’re staring,” she said, her tone light but laced with curiosity.

“No, I’m not,” Ethan said quickly, though his ears betrayed him by turning a faint shade of red.

“You so are,” she teased, poking him lightly in the side. “What’s going on in that overthinking brain of yours?”

“Nothing,” he said a little too quickly.

“Liar,” she said, smirking now. “Come on, spill. I can practically hear the gears turning.”

Ethan hesitated, his gaze flickering to the window as if the answer might be written in the rain. “I was just… thinking,” he said finally.

“About?”

He sighed, leaning his head back against the couch. “About how this,” he gestured vaguely between them, “isn’t as terrifying as I thought it would be.”

Lily blinked, caught off guard by the honesty in his voice. “That’s… progress, I guess?”

“Don’t get too excited,” he said, shooting her a look. “It’s still terrifying. Just… less so.”

“Wow,” she said, her voice dripping with mock enthusiasm. “Such high praise. I’m honored, really.”

“Don’t push it,” he said, though there was no bite in his tone.

Lily grinned, squeezing his hand lightly. “See? You’re getting the hang of this whole ‘not being a stubborn idiot’ thing.”

Ethan groaned, tilting his head to look at her. “Do you ever let up?”

“Not a chance,” she said, her grin widening.

He shook his head, but the faint smile tugging at his lips betrayed him. For all her sarcasm and relentless teasing, there was something about her—something steady and unshakable—that made the chaos in his mind feel a little less overwhelming.

The rain outside had started to let up, the sound softening to a gentle patter against the windows. The golden light of the sunset faded into a softer, warmer hue, casting long shadows across the room.

“Lily,” Ethan said after a long moment, his voice quieter now.

“Yeah?” she asked, her tone matching his.

“I don’t know what’s going to happen,” he admitted, his gaze fixed on their joined hands. “I don’t know if this—if we—can work. But…” He hesitated, his thumb brushing over her knuckles again. “I want to try.”

Lily’s lips curved into a small, genuine smile. “That’s all I’ve ever wanted, Ethan,” she said softly.

He looked up then, his dark eyes meeting hers. For a moment, the rest of the world seemed to fade away—the storm, the uncertainty, the questions that still lingered in the back of his mind. None of it mattered. Not right now.

“Just don’t expect me to be good at this,” he said, his tone light but laced with sincerity.

“Oh, I don’t,” she said quickly, smirking again. “You’re a total disaster. But you’re my disaster.”

Ethan groaned, leaning his head back against the couch dramatically. “Great. I’m a disaster. That’s comforting.”

Lily laughed, the sound soft and warm. “Relax, Superman. You’ll figure it out.”

He glanced at her, his lips twitching into a faint smile. “Superman, huh? I thought I was more of a Batman.”

“Please,” she said, rolling her eyes. “You’re way too uptight to be Batman.”

“Uptight?” he repeated, raising an eyebrow.

“Yes, uptight,” she said, poking him in the side again. “But, you know, in a charming, endearing kind of way.”

Ethan shook his head, but the smile on his face lingered. “You’re ridiculous.”

“And yet, here you are,” she said again, her voice softer this time.

“Yeah,” he said quietly, his gaze lingering on her. “Here I am.”

They sat like that as the last light of the day faded, the room growing dim and quiet. For the first time in weeks, Ethan stopped fighting the pull he felt toward her.

He didn’t know what the future held—didn’t have all the answers or even most of them. But for now, her hand was in his, her head on his shoulder, and that was enough.


Chapter 8.

It was Melissa’s idea to plan the beach trip. She’d announced it over dinner a week earlier, her voice brimming with the kind of forced enthusiasm that made Ethan immediately suspicious.

“We all need some time to relax,” she’d declared, waving her fork like a politician campaigning for world peace. “A little family bonding by the ocean. Doesn’t that sound nice?”

Ethan had nodded absently, mostly to avoid drawing attention to himself. He stabbed a piece of lettuce on his plate, pretending it was interesting enough to hold his focus.

Lily, however, had no such inhibitions. She groaned audibly, slumping back in her chair like a teenager being told to clean her room.

“Family bonding?” she echoed, her tone dripping with exaggerated horror. “Can’t we just bond over Netflix like normal people?”

Melissa shot her a sharp look, the kind that could silence a room. “Lily,” she said, her voice carrying that particular brand of mom authority that dared anyone to challenge her, “it’ll be good for all of us. Fresh air, sunshine, no distractions. And I already booked the house, so you’re coming whether you like it or not.”

Lily rolled her eyes so hard Ethan half-expected them to get stuck. “Great. Nothing says ‘relaxation’ like forced fun and sand in places it shouldn’t be.” She muttered something under her breath about SPF 100 and the audacity of sand as a concept, but Ethan caught the faintest twitch of a smile at the corner of her lips.

Despite her protests, he knew she didn’t hate the idea as much as she pretended to. Lily loved a good fight, even when it was against something she secretly wanted.

He, on the other hand, wasn’t sure how he felt about it.

A whole weekend at the beach, stuck in close quarters with Lily, pretending everything was normal? That sounded about as relaxing as a root canal. He could already picture the awkward moments—brushing past her in the kitchen, their hands accidentally touching as they reached for the same glass, or worse, Melissa suggesting some “fun” group activity like tandem kayaking.

And then there was the kiss.

Or rather, the kiss they almost shared.

Ethan shifted uncomfortably in his chair, shoving the memory to the back of his mind where it couldn’t torment him. A part of him wanted to look at Lily, to see if she was thinking about it too—if maybe she was just as unsteady on this tightrope of unspoken tension as he was. But he didn’t dare.

Instead, he kept his eyes on his plate, stabbing another piece of lettuce.

“Ethan, you’re coming too, obviously,” Melissa said, her tone making it clear this wasn’t a question.

He looked up, realizing too late that he’d missed part of the conversation. “Uh, yeah. Sure,” he said, nodding automatically.

Melissa narrowed her eyes at him, clearly unconvinced by his half-hearted response. “You could at least pretend to be excited,” she said, her hand resting on her hip like she was gearing up for an argument.

“I am,” he lied, forcing what he hoped was a convincing smile.

“You’re terrible at lying,” Lily cut in, smirking over the rim of her water glass.

Ethan shot her a look. “And you’re terrible at hiding how much you secretly want to go.”

Her smirk faltered for half a second before she leaned forward, resting her elbows on the table. “Oh, I’m dying to spend three days trapped in a rental house with you, Ethan,” she said, her voice dripping with sarcasm. “It’s been at the top of my bucket list for years.”

“Good. Then we’re on the same page,” he said, matching her tone.

Melissa sighed loudly, cutting them both off. “If you two are done,” she said, her eyes darting between them like a referee about to blow a whistle, “I’d like to finish my dinner without another one of your weird sibling arguments.”

Ethan and Lily both froze, exchanging a quick, awkward glance.

“Not siblings,” they said at the same time, the words tumbling out in unison.

Melissa raised an eyebrow, her fork hovering mid-air. “Whatever,” she said, brushing off their synchronized protest with a wave of her hand. “You know what I mean.”

Ethan cleared his throat, suddenly very interested in his salad again. Lily leaned back in her chair, crossing her arms as a faint blush crept into her cheeks.

Melissa, oblivious to the tension that had settled over the table, took another bite of her chicken and continued talking about the beach house—how it had the “perfect view of the ocean” and “plenty of space for all of us to relax.” She sounded like a travel brochure, and Ethan tuned most of it out, his thoughts drifting back to the logistics of surviving the weekend.

How was he supposed to act around Lily? Was he supposed to pretend the kiss-that-almost-happened never did? Or worse, what if she brought it up? What if Melissa noticed something?

His stomach churned at the thought.

“Ethan,” Melissa said sharply, snapping him out of his thoughts.

“Huh?” He looked up, blinking.

“I said, doesn’t that sound nice?” she asked, clearly irritated that he hadn’t been paying attention.

“Uh, yeah. Nice. Very… beachy,” he said, cringing internally at how lame he sounded.

Lily snorted, hiding her laugh behind her hand.

Melissa sighed again, muttering something about “getting them out of the house more,” before standing to clear the table.

As Lily got up to help, Ethan caught her eye for the briefest of moments. There was something there—something unspoken but unmistakable. It wasn’t quite a smile, but it was close, and it left him feeling equal parts nervous and… something else he didn’t want to think about too hard.

The weekend wasn’t even here yet, and already, Ethan felt like he was in over his head.

The vacation house stood perched at the very edge of the beach, its weathered wood siding painted a crisp white that gleamed in the late afternoon sun. Large bay windows stretched across the front, perfectly framing the ocean like something out of a magazine, and a wraparound porch hugged the house, complete with rocking chairs and a small table that Melissa had immediately declared “perfect for morning coffee” the second they pulled into the driveway.

David, ever the industrious one, spent the first hour unpacking the car, ferrying bags and coolers into the house with the efficiency of a man on a mission. Meanwhile, Melissa had practically taken over the kitchen, meticulously unpacking groceries and rearranging the cabinets like they were the set of a cooking show.

That left Ethan and Lily to explore the house.

“This is… not what I expected,” Lily said, standing in the middle of the living room and gazing out at the ocean through the massive sliding glass doors.

Ethan, who had just plopped down on the overstuffed couch, raised an eyebrow. “What were you expecting? A tent on the sand?”

“Not a tent,” Lily said, turning toward him with a grin. “But definitely something more, I don’t know, rustic.”

“Rustic?” Ethan repeated, smirking as he leaned back against the cushions. “What, like a shack with a tin roof and maybe a crab infestation for ambiance?”

“Exactly,” Lily said, laughing. “You know, Mom’s usual vibe: ‘Let’s rough it in the middle of nowhere and call it character-building.’”

Ethan chuckled, shaking his head. “I think she’s moved on from ‘character-building’ to ‘Pinterest-worthy.’ She probably found this place after searching for something like ‘cozy coastal chic.’”

Lily snorted, crossing her arms as she looked around the room. “You’re probably right. I mean, look at this stuff.” She gestured to the carefully curated knickknacks scattered around the space—a seashell lamp on the coffee table, a decorative anchor mounted on the wall, and throw pillows embroidered with phrases like Beach Life and Seas the Day.

Ethan followed her gaze, his smirk widening. “Don’t forget the driftwood candleholders. Real classy touch.”

“Oh, definitely,” Lily said, nodding solemnly. “Because nothing says ‘relaxation’ like the faint smell of burnt driftwood while you’re trying to watch TV.”

“You think this place even has cable?” Ethan asked, glancing toward the sleek flat-screen mounted above the fireplace.

“Probably,” Lily said, walking over to inspect it. “But knowing Mom, she’ll insist we do ‘screen-free evenings’ so we can all ‘connect.’”

Ethan groaned, throwing his head back dramatically. “God, I can already hear her saying it.”

“‘Let’s play cards!’” Lily said, mimicking Melissa’s cheerful tone. “‘Or better yet, charades!’”

“Kill me now,” Ethan muttered, though he couldn’t help the laugh that escaped.

Lily grinned triumphantly, then turned back toward the windows, her expression softening as she took in the view. “Okay, but seriously, this place is… actually amazing,” she said, stepping closer to the glass. “Look at that water. It’s like something out of a postcard.”

Ethan watched as she slid open the doors and stepped out onto the deck, the breeze immediately catching her hair and sending it tumbling around her shoulders. She walked to the edge, resting her hands on the railing, and for a moment, she looked completely at ease—like she belonged there, with the ocean stretching out endlessly behind her.

The sunlight hit her just right, making her green eyes sparkle and her smile seem effortless in a way that made Ethan’s chest tighten uncomfortably.

Don’t go there.

He tore his gaze away, focusing instead on the seashell lamp on the coffee table. It was hideous, really—an awkward mess of clams and starfish glued together in a way that was probably supposed to look “artsy” but just came off as clunky. He stared at it like it was the most fascinating thing in the world, anything to keep his attention off the girl standing just a few feet away.

“Ethan,” Lily called from the deck, her voice teasing. “Are you seriously just going to sit there while there’s an entire ocean out here?”

“I’ve seen the ocean,” he replied, leaning back against the couch.

She rolled her eyes, though he couldn’t see it. “Wow. Such enthusiasm. Did someone forget to pack your personality, or is this just your default setting now?”

“Ha-ha,” Ethan said dryly, but he got up anyway, shoving his hands into his pockets as he wandered over to join her.

The breeze hit him the moment he stepped outside, carrying with it the salty tang of the sea. He leaned against the railing a few feet away from her, keeping enough distance to feel safe but close enough that he could still catch the faint scent of her shampoo—something light and floral that the wind carried his way.

“See?” Lily said, gesturing toward the water. “Isn’t this better than sitting inside pretending to like Mom’s weird beach decor?”

“It’s a low bar,” Ethan said, smirking.

She laughed, shaking her head. “You’re impossible.”

“And yet, here I am,” he said, stealing a glance at her before quickly looking away again.

They stood there in silence for a moment, the sound of the waves crashing against the shore filling the space between them. It wasn’t awkward, exactly, but it wasn’t comfortable either. There was something unspoken lingering in the air, something Ethan wasn’t sure he was ready to address.

“Do you think she’s going to make us do a family game night?” Lily asked suddenly, breaking the quiet.

“Absolutely,” Ethan said without hesitation. “And it’ll probably involve something humiliating, like Pictionary.”

Lily groaned. “I hate Pictionary. I can’t draw to save my life.”

“Neither can I,” Ethan admitted. “But at least it’d give me an excuse to make fun of your stick figures.”

“Excuse me,” Lily said, turning to face him with an exaggerated glare. “My stick figures have personality, thank you very much.”

“Sure they do,” Ethan said, his smirk returning. “Just like this seashell lamp has personality.”

She laughed again, and for a moment, the tension eased.

Ethan found himself smiling too, though he quickly looked back out at the water before she could catch him staring again.

The breeze picked up slightly, and Lily tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, her gaze drifting back to the horizon. “You know,” she said, her voice quieter now, “I think this might actually be… nice.”

Ethan glanced at her, surprised by the shift in her tone. “What, the beach?”

“Yeah,” she said, nodding. “I mean, don’t get me wrong, I’m still going to complain about the sand, but… it’s kind of hard to hate this.”

Ethan looked back at the water, the waves catching the last light of the day. “Yeah,” he said after a moment. “It’s not bad.”

Lily smiled, and for the first time since they’d arrived, Ethan felt like maybe—just maybe—this trip wouldn’t be a complete disaster.

The first day passed without incident, which, considering the potential for chaos, felt like a minor miracle. Melissa and David spent most of it lounging on the beach, sipping drinks out of brightly colored tumblers and flipping through paperbacks with worn covers. Melissa’s hat—an oversized monstrosity with a floppy brim—cast enough shade to cover a small country, and David had fallen asleep twice, his mystery novel precariously balanced on his stomach.

Lily, ever the multitasker, alternated between sunbathing and sketching in her notebook, her towel stretched out on the sand like her own private workspace. She’d brought her usual arsenal of art supplies, and every so often she’d mutter something about the lighting or the shadows, as though the ocean itself needed her approval.

Ethan, on the other hand, had started the day with his laptop perched on his knees, using the “work excuse” as a shield. He’d claimed a spot on the shaded porch, far enough from the group to maintain his precious distance but close enough that he could still see the water. He wasn’t fooling anyone, least of all Lily, who’d given him a yeah, right look before heading to the beach.

But by mid-afternoon, even Ethan’s resolve had crumbled. The laptop had been abandoned on the coffee table, and he’d wandered down to join them, barefoot and mildly annoyed at how good the sand felt between his toes.

Now, as the sun began its descent, they all sat together on the beach, the waves crashing rhythmically against the shore. Melissa and David were further down by the water, laughing about something Ethan couldn’t hear, while he and Lily had settled into a quieter stretch of sand.

Lily was perched cross-legged on her towel, her sketchbook balanced on her knee. Her brow was furrowed in concentration, the pencil in her hand moving quickly over the page. She didn’t even seem to notice the breeze tugging at her hair, or the way the sun was turning the tips of her ears pink.

Ethan, meanwhile, leaned back on his elbows, letting the warmth of the sun seep into his skin. He tilted his head slightly, watching her out of the corner of his eye. She was completely absorbed in whatever she was drawing, her lips pressed together in that faintly annoyed way she always had when she was trying to get something just right.

“What are you drawing?” he asked after a while, breaking the comfortable silence.

Lily froze for a split second, her pencil hovering over the page. “Nothing,” she said quickly, snapping the notebook shut with a practiced motion.

Ethan raised an eyebrow, sitting up. “Uh-huh. And by ‘nothing,’ you mean ‘something embarrassing I don’t want you to see.’”

“It’s not embarrassing,” Lily said, rolling her eyes as she hugged the notebook to her chest. “It’s just... personal.”

“Personal,” Ethan repeated, smirking. “Like a self-portrait? Or, wait—” His eyes lit up with mock excitement. “Is it a love letter to Trevor? Did you draw his name in a heart with little arrows through it?”

Lily made a face so exaggerated it was almost cartoonish. “Ew. No. Trevor and I are over.”

“Already?” Ethan said, genuinely surprised. “What happened? Last I heard, you two were all ‘couple goals’ and whatever.”

Lily snorted, tossing her pencil onto her towel. “Yeah, well, I just wasn’t into it.”

“Wasn’t into it?” Ethan repeated, leaning forward. “You literally told me last month that he was ‘the nicest guy ever.’”

“He is a nice guy,” Lily said, shrugging. “But... I don’t know. It wasn’t real.”

That last part landed heavier than Ethan expected, and for a moment, he didn’t know how to respond. It wasn’t real. The words seemed to hang between them, weighty and unspoken, and Ethan had to fight the urge to ask what she really meant.

Instead, he leaned back again, staring out at the waves. “Huh,” he said after a moment, his voice carefully neutral. “That’s... surprisingly deep for you.”

“Shut up,” Lily said, though there was no real bite in her tone. She tucked her notebook into her bag, clearly done with sketching for the moment.

Ethan glanced at her sideways, his smirk returning. “So, if Trevor’s out of the picture, does that mean you’re back on the market? Should I start vetting potential candidates?”

“Oh, please,” Lily said, rolling her eyes. “Like you have any idea what I’d actually want in a guy.”

“Sure I do,” Ethan said, ticking off items on his fingers. “Tall, decent hair, preferably not a serial killer—”

“Wow, you really cracked the code,” Lily said dryly.

“Admit it, I’m not wrong,” he said, grinning.

“You’re always wrong,” Lily shot back, but she was smiling now, the tension from earlier fading.

They fell into an easy silence again, the sound of the waves filling the space between them. Ethan leaned his head back, letting the sun warm his face, but his mind kept drifting back to what she’d said about Trevor.

It wasn’t real.

He wondered, not for the first time, if Lily ever felt like anything was real. She was always so quick to brush things off, to laugh at the world like it was one big inside joke only she understood. But every now and then, she’d let something slip—something honest and raw—and it always caught him off guard.

Ethan glanced at her again, watching as she absentmindedly twisted a strand of hair around her finger. She looked peaceful now, her gaze fixed on the horizon, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that there was more going on in her head than she let on.

“Hey,” he said suddenly, breaking the quiet.

Lily turned to him, raising an eyebrow. “What?”

“Do me a favor,” he said, gesturing toward her bag. “Don’t draw me in that notebook of yours.”

She blinked, caught off guard by the comment. “What? Why not?”

“Because I don’t want to end up looking like one of those weird caricatures they do at amusement parks,” Ethan said, smirking. “You know, with the giant head and the tiny body.”

Lily laughed, shaking her head. “Relax, I’d never waste a page on you.”

“Ouch,” Ethan said, clutching his chest in mock offense. “That’s cold, even for you.”

“Truth hurts,” she said, grinning.

Ethan rolled his eyes, but he couldn’t help the smile tugging at his lips.

As the sun dipped lower in the sky, painting the water in hues of orange and gold, they sat there together, comfortably bickering like always. And for the first time in a while, Ethan felt something close to normal—like maybe, just maybe, this trip wouldn’t be so bad after all.

That night, after dinner, Melissa and David retreated to bed early, leaving Ethan and Lily alone in the living room. The TV glowed softly in the corner, playing some forgettable rom-com that neither of them seemed to care about.

Ethan was sprawled out on the couch, one arm thrown over the backrest and his phone in his other hand. He wasn’t even scrolling with purpose—just mindlessly flicking his thumb across the screen to look busy.

Lily sat cross-legged on the plush rug in front of the coffee table, a half-empty bowl of popcorn perched precariously on her lap. Every now and then, she’d toss a kernel into her mouth, then miss and mutter something under her breath about the popcorn being “too slippery.”

“This movie is terrible,” she declared suddenly, breaking the comfortable quiet. She grabbed a piece of popcorn and lobbed it at the TV, where it bounced off the screen with a soft thud.

Ethan glanced up, smirking. “You’re the one who picked it.”

“I didn’t think it would be this bad,” she said, groaning dramatically as she flopped onto her back, the popcorn bowl tilting dangerously to one side. She caught it just in time, sitting back up with a huff. “Why does every rom-com have the same plot? Boy meets girl, they hate each other, then bam—they’re in love. It’s so unrealistic.”

Ethan set his phone down, chuckling. “Says the girl who believes in magic storms and recycled-plastic ghosts.”

“That’s different,” Lily shot back, grinning as she grabbed another handful of popcorn. “Those have depth.”

He laughed, shaking his head. “You’re unbelievable.”

“Thank you,” she said with mock seriousness, tossing a kernel of popcorn at him this time. It hit his shoulder and bounced onto the couch.

Ethan raised an eyebrow. “Are you throwing food at me now?”

“Maybe,” she said innocently, grabbing another piece and holding it up threateningly.

“Don’t even think about it,” he warned.

She grinned, her eyes sparkling with mischief. “What’re you gonna do about it, tough guy?”

Before he could answer, she flicked the popcorn at him again. This time, it hit him square in the forehead.

“That’s it,” he said, sitting up and grabbing a handful of popcorn from the bowl.

Lily’s eyes widened. “Ethan, no—”

But it was too late. He launched the popcorn at her in a shower of kernels, and she let out a startled laugh, ducking and using the bowl as a makeshift shield.

“You’re such a child!” she exclaimed, trying to sound annoyed but failing miserably as she dissolved into giggles.

“Says the girl who started it,” Ethan shot back, grinning triumphantly.

They both sat there for a moment, laughing and brushing stray pieces of popcorn off themselves. The movie droned on in the background, completely forgotten.

Eventually, the laughter faded, and a comfortable silence settled over the room. The only sounds were the faint hum of the TV and the distant crash of waves outside.

Lily stretched her arms over her head, letting out a soft sigh. “I’m going for a walk,” she announced, standing up and brushing popcorn crumbs off her jeans.

Ethan raised an eyebrow. “Now? It’s pitch black out there.”

“So?” she said, tilting her head at him. “What, are you scared of the dark?”

He rolled his eyes. “Not scared. Just not particularly interested in tripping over a crab and face-planting in the sand.”

Lily smirked, crossing her arms. “Fine. Stay here with your boring movie, Grandpa. I’ll go enjoy the ocean breeze all by myself.”

Ethan hesitated, his eyes narrowing. She was baiting him, he knew it. The challenge in her tone, the teasing lilt to her voice—it was a trap, plain and simple. But then she turned toward the door, and for a split second, he caught something else in her expression. Something softer.

She wasn’t going to beg him to come. But for some reason, she wanted him to.

“Fine,” he said, standing up with a sigh. “But if you get eaten by a shark, don’t blame me.”

Lily grinned, grabbing a sweatshirt off the back of the couch. “I’ll make sure to leave a note in my will: ‘It was all Ethan’s fault.’”

“Funny,” he said dryly, pulling on his own hoodie.

They stepped outside into the cool night air, the sound of the waves growing louder as they walked toward the beach. The sand was cool beneath their feet, soft and uneven, and the moon cast a silvery glow over the water, making it shimmer like liquid glass.

Lily walked ahead of him, her hands stuffed into her sweatshirt pockets, her hair catching the breeze. Ethan followed a few steps behind, watching as she veered closer to the water’s edge.

“You’re going to get your shoes wet,” he called.

“I’m fine,” she said, kicking at the frothy edge of a wave as it rolled onto the shore. “Live a little, Ethan.”

“I’ll pass,” he said, stopping a safe distance from the water and shoving his hands into his pockets.

She turned to face him, walking backward with a playful grin. “You’re such a buzzkill. I bet you were the kid who stayed inside during recess because you didn’t want to get grass stains on your pants.”

Ethan smirked. “And I bet you were the kid who got detention for climbing on top of the jungle gym.”

“Only once,” she said, laughing. “And in my defense, it was totally worth it.”

He shook his head, but the corners of his mouth twitched upward. “You’re ridiculous.”

“And yet, here you are,” she said, turning back around and walking a few steps ahead of him.

For a while, they walked in silence, the only sound the rhythmic crash of the waves. The moonlight cast long shadows across the sand, and the air was cool but not cold, carrying the faint scent of salt and seaweed.

Eventually, Lily stopped, turning to face the ocean. She crossed her arms, tilting her head as she watched the waves roll in and out. Ethan stopped a few feet behind her, unsure of what to say.

“It’s beautiful out here,” she said softly, almost to herself.

He nodded, even though she wasn’t looking at him. “Yeah. It is.”

She glanced over her shoulder at him, her expression unreadable in the dim light. “You know, you could come closer. I’m not going to bite.”

Ethan hesitated, then took a few steps forward, closing the distance between them.

“There,” she said, smiling faintly. “Was that so hard?”

“You’re a lot bossier than I remember,” he said, smirking.

“And you’re still impossible,” she shot back, but her tone was lighter now, teasing.

For a moment, they just stood there, side by side, the waves lapping at the shore in front of them. Then, almost without thinking, Lily turned toward him, her eyes searching his face.

“Ethan,” she said softly, her voice barely audible over the sound of the ocean.

He looked at her, his heart suddenly pounding in a way he didn’t entirely understand.

And before he could think better of it—before he could talk himself out of it—he leaned in, closing the space between them.

The beach was quiet and dark, the stars overhead scattered like flecks of silver across an endless black canvas. The faint glow of moonlight stretched across the sand, making it shimmer faintly as the waves rolled in and out. They walked side by side, their steps in sync, the rhythmic crash of the ocean filling the spaces between their words.

For a while, neither of them said much. It wasn’t the awkward silence of people struggling to find something to say—it was the kind of silence that felt easy, natural, like neither of them needed to fill it.

Ethan stuffed his hands into the pockets of his hoodie, kicking at the occasional rock or shell as they strolled. He kept stealing glances at Lily, who was walking just slightly ahead of him, her hair catching the faint glow of starlight. Every so often, the breeze would carry the faintest hint of her perfume, and he’d have to remind himself to focus on the sound of the waves instead of her.

Eventually, they stopped where the sand was damp and cool, the tide gently lapping at their feet. Lily tilted her head back, gazing up at the stars, her hands tucked into the sleeves of her sweatshirt.

“It’s so beautiful out here,” she said softly, her voice barely audible over the sound of the water. “Don’t you think?”

Ethan nodded, though his gaze wasn’t on the stars. “Yeah,” he murmured. “It is.”

She glanced at him then, catching his eyes, and for a moment, neither of them moved. There was something in her expression—something unspoken but undeniable—that made his chest tighten.

He knew that look.

“Lily...” he started, his voice low, uncertain.

But before he could say anything else, she took a step closer, closing the small gap between them. Her eyes searched his for a moment, as if silently asking permission. And then, before he could think, before he could stop her, she leaned in and kissed him.

It was soft at first, tentative, like she wasn’t sure if he’d pull away. Her lips were warm, tasting faintly of the salt air, and for a moment—a single, fleeting moment—Ethan let himself forget everything else. He let himself get lost in the feel of her hands resting lightly on his chest, in the way her body leaned into his as if it had always belonged there.

But reality hit him like a wave crashing to shore. His stomach twisted, and his mind screamed at him to stop.

He stepped back abruptly, breaking the kiss and leaving her standing there, her expression caught somewhere between confusion and hurt.

“Lily,” he said, his voice strained. He ran a hand through his hair, his fingers tugging at the strands as if he could physically pull himself together. “We can’t.”

Her brow furrowed, and she took a small step toward him. “Why not?” she asked, her voice trembling just enough to make his chest ache. “Ethan, I know you feel the same way. I know you do. So why are you fighting this?”

He looked away, staring out at the ocean as if it held the answer. “Because it’s complicated,” he said finally, his tone clipped, his words coming out faster than he meant them to. “Because it’s not just about us. There’s more at stake here than you realize.”

Her eyes narrowed, and she crossed her arms over her chest, her voice rising just slightly. “What’s so complicated, Ethan? What are you so afraid of? That someone might actually see you happy for once?”

“That’s not fair,” he snapped, his tone sharper than he intended.

“No, what’s not fair is you shutting me out like this,” she shot back, frustration creeping into her voice. “You keep pushing me away, but then you look at me like—like I’m the only thing that matters. You can’t have it both ways, Ethan.”

Her words hit him harder than he wanted to admit, and for a moment, he could do nothing but stare at her, his heart pounding in his chest. She wasn’t wrong. She was never wrong, and that was the damn problem.

“I don’t care about anyone else,” she continued, her voice softening but losing none of its intensity. “I don’t care about what’s at stake or what people might think or whatever it is you’re so scared of. I care about you.”

Ethan closed his eyes, his jaw tightening as her words sank in. He wanted to believe her. God, he wanted to believe her. But he couldn’t let himself.

“You don’t understand,” he said finally, his voice barely above a whisper. “It’s not that simple.”

“It is that simple,” Lily said, stepping closer again. Her voice cracked slightly, and it made his chest ache even more. “You’re just making it harder because you’re scared. But I’m standing right here, Ethan. I’m not going anywhere. So stop running and just—”

“Lily,” he interrupted, his voice firm but pained. “I’m sorry.”

Her face fell, and the sight of it nearly undid him.

He took a step back, putting more space between them. “I can’t do this,” he said, shaking his head. “I just... I can’t.”

Her arms fell to her sides, and for a moment, she just stood there, staring at him. The hurt in her eyes was almost unbearable, and he had to look away before it broke him completely.

“Ethan,” she said softly, her voice trembling.

But he didn’t let her finish. He turned and walked away, every step feeling heavier than the last. The sound of the waves filled the air, drowning out the sound of his footsteps—and, thankfully, the sound of her breaking heart.

Later that night, Ethan lay in bed, staring at the ceiling as the faint sound of waves echoed through the open window. The sea breeze drifted in, cool and salty, but it did nothing to calm the storm raging inside him.

The kiss.

It was all he could think about—the feel of her lips against his, soft and hesitant, like she wasn’t sure if he’d kiss her back. The way her hand had rested so lightly on his chest, as if she were afraid too much pressure might shatter the moment. And then the look in her eyes when he’d pulled away—confusion, hurt, and something else he didn’t want to name.

He’d thought walking away would make things easier. That creating distance would somehow fix everything. But it hadn’t. If anything, it had made things worse.

He shifted restlessly, running a hand over his face. “Stupid,” he muttered to himself. “This is so stupid.”

Ethan rolled onto his side, punching his pillow into something resembling comfort. It didn’t help. The kiss was still there, replaying in his mind like a broken record, refusing to be ignored.

Why had she kissed him?

No, scratch that. He knew why. That part had been obvious—painfully so. The real question was why he hadn’t kissed her back.

He groaned, flipping onto his back again and staring at the ceiling like it had all the answers.

It wasn’t that he didn’t want to kiss her. That was the problem. He’d wanted to. Hell, he’d wanted to for longer than he cared to admit. But the second her lips had touched his, his brain had gone into overdrive, screaming at him to stop.

This is a bad idea.

This is too much.

This will only end badly.

And so he’d stepped back. Like a coward.

“Great job, genius,” he muttered under his breath. “Really nailed it.”

He closed his eyes, trying to focus on anything else—the sound of the waves, the feel of the cool sheets against his skin, the faint creak of the house as it settled into the night. But it was useless. Every time he tried to push her out of his mind, she came rushing back in.

Her smile. The way her laughter always seemed to bubble out of her, unrestrained and contagious. The way she could make even the most mundane things—like throwing popcorn at him during a terrible rom-com—feel like an adventure.

And then there was the way she’d looked at him tonight, her eyes full of something raw and unguarded, like she was daring him to feel the same.

She’s Lily, he thought, his chest tightening. She’s always been Lily.

And that was the problem, wasn’t it? She wasn’t just anyone. She wasn’t some random girl he could flirt with and forget about. She was Lily. The one person who knew him better than anyone else. The person who could drive him absolutely insane one minute and make him laugh so hard his stomach hurt the next. The person who’d somehow become a constant in his life without him even realizing it.

The person he couldn’t stop thinking about.

Ethan groaned again, dragging a hand through his hair. He hated this. Hated how messy it all was. How complicated.

But mostly, he hated the way she’d looked at him after the kiss—like she’d just handed him her heart, and he’d tossed it back without a second thought.

He hadn’t meant to hurt her. That was the last thing he’d ever want. But in trying to protect her—protect both of them—he’d done exactly that.

The ceiling fan whirred softly above him, its repetitive hum doing little to drown out the thoughts swirling in his head.

You’re an idiot, Ethan.

He knew what he’d been trying to do—convince himself that walking away was the right choice. That it was the smart choice. And maybe it was. But it didn’t feel smart. It felt awful.

Because no matter how much he tried to rationalize it, no matter how many excuses he came up with, the truth was painfully clear.

He couldn’t stop thinking about her.

About how much she meant to him. About how much he hated seeing her hurt, especially when he was the one who’d caused it.

And as the hours ticked by, the waves outside rising and falling in their steady rhythm, Ethan felt the weight of something he’d been trying to deny for weeks settling over him.

He couldn’t keep running from this. From her.

Because no matter how complicated it was, no matter how much he tried to fight it, one thing was undeniable.

He loved her.

And maybe—just maybe—that was enough.

Ethan sat up suddenly, the sheets pooling around his waist. His heart was pounding, and his chest felt tight, like he’d just come to some life-altering decision.

But then the doubt crept in.

What if he was wrong? What if he’d already ruined everything? What if tonight’s kiss was the last chance he’d ever have, and he’d blown it?

He rubbed the back of his neck, staring at the faint outline of the moonlight on the floor.

There was no going back now.

But as much as he hated to admit it, the thought of moving forward scared him even more.


Chapter 9.

The house was quiet, almost unnervingly so. The faint hum of the waves crashing against the shore drifted through the open window, a constant rhythm that only seemed to amplify the stillness inside. Ethan sat on the edge of his bed, his elbows resting on his knees, his hands clasped tightly together as if holding himself in place.

The glow of the moon filtered through the slats of the blinds, casting faint silver lines across the dark room. They stretched across the walls and floor like some abstract painting, but Ethan barely noticed. His focus was elsewhere, fixed on the thoughts that refused to leave him alone.

He couldn’t stop thinking about her.

Every time he closed his eyes, her face was there. The way her expression had shifted when he pulled away—confusion giving way to hurt, like she was trying to figure out where she’d gone wrong. The tremble in her voice when she told him she cared about him, the raw honesty in it that had cut through him like a knife. And then there was the kiss.

God, the kiss.

He could still feel it—the soft press of her lips against his, tentative and warm, like she was holding her breath and waiting for him to decide whether to let her in or shut her out. He’d shut her out. Of course he had. Because that’s what Ethan did—he compartmentalized, overthought, and then panicked.

He ran a hand through his hair, tugging at the strands in frustration. “Idiot,” he muttered under his breath.

What had he been thinking? Or rather, why hadn’t he been thinking? If there was one thing Ethan prided himself on, it was his ability to stay rational, to keep his emotions in check. But with Lily, it was like his brain short-circuited. She had this way of disarming him without even trying, of making him forget why he was supposed to keep his walls up in the first place.

For weeks, he’d told himself it was nothing. That whatever tension lingered between them was just a byproduct of spending too much time together. That the stolen glances, the playful banter, the way his chest tightened whenever she smiled at him—it didn’t mean anything.

But it did.

He’d known it for a while now, though he’d done a damn good job pretending otherwise. Every time he caught himself looking at her a second too long, he’d find a way to distract himself—work, his phone, literally anything that would pull his focus away from her. But the distractions never lasted.

And now, after tonight, there was no pretending left to be done.

Ethan leaned forward, resting his head in his hands. The realization was suffocating, pressing down on him like a weight he couldn’t shake.

He loved her.

The thought hit him like a wave, crashing over him and leaving him breathless.

“Of course you do,” he muttered, his voice low and bitter. “Because why wouldn’t you pick the most complicated option possible?”

It wasn’t just that he loved her—that part, as terrifying as it was, almost felt... easy. It was everything else that made his stomach twist into knots. The fact that this wasn’t some casual fling, some one-and-done confession that wouldn’t ripple beyond the two of them. This was Lily.

The stakes weren’t just high—they were astronomical.

If he let himself feel this—really feel it—there was no going back. No undoing it. And what if it all went wrong? What if he hurt her again, worse than he already had? What if he ruined everything they already had, and there was no fixing it?

But then his mind went back to the way she’d looked at him tonight, her eyes shining with something between hope and heartbreak. The way her voice had cracked when she told him she cared about him. The way she hadn’t tried to hide how much it hurt when he’d walked away.

And suddenly, the question wasn’t what if it all went wrong?

It was what if he never even gave it a chance?

Ethan straightened, his hands still clasped tightly together as he stared at the floor. The moonlight spilled across the room, catching the faint grooves in the hardwood, and he focused on the patterns as if they might offer some clarity.

He couldn’t keep running from this. From her.

The thought felt like both a revelation and a resignation, a quiet surrender to something he’d been fighting for far too long.

Because no matter how complicated it was, no matter how much he tried to rationalize his way out of it, the truth was painfully clear.

He loved her. He loved her in a way that made his chest ache and his head spin and his carefully constructed defenses crumble into dust.

And for the first time, he let himself stop fighting it.

He let the thought settle in, heavy and undeniable, like the waves crashing against the shore outside.

The question now wasn’t if he loved her. That part was obvious.

The question was what the hell he was supposed to do about it.

Ethan didn’t remember the exact moment he decided to get up, or when his feet carried him across the hall to Lily’s door. It was all a blur: one second he was sitting on the edge of his bed, staring at the floor like it had all the answers, and the next he was standing there, hand hovering just inches from the doorknob.

His heart was pounding so hard it felt like it might burst out of his chest. He swallowed, his throat dry, every logical part of his brain screaming at him to turn around and go back to bed.

What are you even doing?

He hesitated, his hand still suspended midair. What if this was a mistake? What if she slammed the door in his face? Worse, what if she didn’t feel the same way anymore?

But then he thought about her face earlier that night. The way her voice had cracked when she told him she cared about him. The way she’d stood there on the beach, looking so vulnerable and exposed, and he’d just walked away.

No. Not this time.

Taking a deep breath, he knocked softly, his knuckles barely grazing the wood.

“Lily?” he called, his voice low and uneven. “It’s me.”

There was a pause. For a second, he thought maybe she wasn’t going to answer. Maybe she’d heard his voice and decided he wasn’t worth the effort.

But then he heard the faint shuffle of footsteps, and the door creaked open.

She stood there in the dim glow of the hallway light, her oversized sweatshirt hanging off one shoulder, her hair messy and tangled like she’d been tossing and turning in bed. Her eyes were puffy, rimmed with faint pink, and his chest tightened at the sight. She’d been crying.

“What do you want, Ethan?” she asked, her voice flat and tired.

The way she said his name—it wasn’t angry, but it wasn’t soft, either. It was guarded, like she was bracing herself for more hurt. He hated that he’d put that tone there.

“I need to talk to you,” he said, forcing the words out even as his throat tightened. “Can I come in?”

She hesitated, her hand still gripping the edge of the door. For a moment, he thought she might say no. But then, with a resigned sigh, she stepped aside, holding the door open for him.

He walked past her, his pulse racing, and stopped in the middle of the room, unsure of where to stand. The space felt small, more intimate than he remembered, and the faint scent of her perfume lingered in the air, making it impossible to think straight.

Lily shut the door behind her and turned to face him, crossing her arms over her chest. Her defenses were up—he could see it in the way her shoulders were stiff, the way her gaze was sharp despite the exhaustion in her eyes.

“What is it?” she asked, her tone neutral but wary. “If you’re here to tell me again why we can’t be together, don’t bother. I’ve heard it all before.”

Her words stung, and he winced, rubbing the back of his neck. “It’s not that,” he said quickly, his voice softer this time. “I’m not here to push you away.”

Her expression flickered—just for a second—but the guarded look didn’t fully leave her face. “Then why are you here, Ethan?”

He opened his mouth, then closed it again, trying to gather his thoughts. His hands curled into fists at his sides to keep them from shaking.

“I—” He stopped, took a deep breath, and tried again. “Because I can’t do this anymore.”

Her eyebrows knit together in confusion. “Do what?”

“This,” he said, gesturing vaguely between them. “Pretend like what I feel doesn’t matter. Pretend like I don’t care about you. Because I do, Lily. I care about you so much it’s driving me insane.”

Her arms dropped slightly, the tension in her shoulders softening, but her voice was still cautious. “Ethan...”

“I’m serious,” he interrupted, stepping closer. “I’ve been trying to fight it—I’ve been stupidly trying to fight it—but I can’t anymore. I can’t keep pretending I don’t feel something for you. I can’t keep pushing you away when all I want is to be close to you.”

Her lips parted slightly, and he could see the surprise in her eyes. She hadn’t expected this. Hell, he hadn’t expected this.

“I love you,” he said, the words tumbling out before he could stop them. And once they were out, there was no taking them back.

Her breath hitched, and he pressed on, the rush of adrenaline giving him momentum.

“I’ve been trying to convince myself that it’s wrong, that it’s too complicated, but it’s not. It’s real. And I don’t care what anyone else thinks, or what happens next, or how scared I am. I love you, Lily. I always have.”

The silence that followed was deafening, the kind that stretched and pulled until it felt unbearable. She stared at him, her lips slightly parted, her eyes shimmering with unshed tears.

“You mean that?” she asked finally, her voice barely above a whisper.

“Yes,” he said without hesitation, his voice steady despite the chaos in his chest. “I mean it.”

For a moment, she didn’t move. Her arms hung loosely at her sides, her expression unreadable. The air between them felt heavy, charged, like a live wire sparking between them.

And then, suddenly, she moved.

Lily closed the distance between them in two quick steps, her hands reaching up to cup his face as she pulled him into a kiss. It wasn’t soft or hesitant this time—it was fierce, urgent, like she’d been holding back for far too long and couldn’t anymore.

Ethan froze for half a second, caught off guard by the intensity of it, but then his hands found her waist, pulling her closer as he kissed her back.

Her fingers tangled in his hair, and he could feel the faint tremble in her hands, the way her body pressed against his like she was afraid he might disappear if she let go.

When they finally broke apart, both of them were breathing hard, their foreheads resting against each other’s.

“You’re such an idiot,” she whispered, her voice shaky but laced with a hint of a smile.

He let out a breathless laugh, his hand brushing a strand of hair from her face. “Yeah, well, it takes one to love one.”

She rolled her eyes, but her smile widened, and for the first time that night, the tension between them seemed to melt away.

“Just don’t walk away again,” she said softly, her eyes searching his.

“I won’t,” he promised, his voice steady. “Not ever again.”

The kiss was electric, like a spark that had been building between them for years and had finally found its outlet. Ethan didn’t think—he couldn’t. Every rational thought in his mind short-circuited the moment her lips met his, replaced by the overwhelming need to keep her as close as possible. His arms wrapped around her instinctively, pulling her against him, and for once, the world beyond them ceased to exist.

No judgment. No fear. No second-guessing. Just her. Just Lily.

Her hands slid up into his hair, tangling in thick strands, and he groaned softly against her lips. It wasn’t intentional—it just slipped out, a low, rough sound that made her press closer, like she couldn’t get enough of him. His heart was pounding so hard he was sure she could feel it, but if she did, she didn’t seem to mind.

She tasted like salt and sweetness, like the ocean air and something uniquely hers, and he was already drowning in it. He couldn’t get enough of her, couldn’t stop himself from kissing her like she was the only thing keeping him grounded.

They stumbled backward, their movements clumsy in their urgency, and Ethan’s knees hit the edge of the bed. He sat down hard, and before he could even catch his breath, Lily followed, straddling him with a confidence that took him completely off guard.

“Not wasting any time, huh?” he teased, his voice low and rough.

“Shut up,” she muttered, her cheeks flushing even as she grinned. Her lips crashed back onto his before he could say another word, and any witty comeback he might have had disappeared entirely.

Her legs settled on either side of him, and his hands slid up her back, brushing under the hem of her sweatshirt. Her skin was warm and impossibly soft, and he memorized the curve of her spine, the way her body fit so perfectly against his.

This is Lily, he thought, somewhere in the back of his mind. How the hell did I wait this long?

When they finally broke apart, both of them gasping for air, she didn’t pull away. Instead, she rested her forehead against his, her warm breath mingling with his as her fingers stayed tangled in his hair.

“I love you too,” she whispered, her voice trembling with emotion. “I’ve loved you for so long, Ethan. I was just waiting for you to catch up.”

Her words hit him like a punch to the chest, but in the best possible way. Relief, disbelief, and an overwhelming sense of finally surged through him all at once. He let out a soft laugh, the kind that came from pure, unfiltered emotion.

“I’m sorry I took so long,” he said, his voice thick with both guilt and gratitude. “God, Lily, I’m so sorry—”

“Don’t,” she interrupted, cupping his face in her hands. Her thumbs brushed lightly against his cheekbones, grounding him. “You’re here now. That’s all that matters.”

He couldn’t answer—not with words, at least—so he leaned in and kissed her again. This time, it wasn’t as desperate. It was slower, deeper, and filled with everything he couldn’t bring himself to say aloud. Every touch, every movement of his lips against hers, was a promise—unspoken but understood.

Her hands slid from his hair to his jaw, her fingers tracing the faint stubble there, and he shivered under her touch. She pulled back just slightly, just enough to look at him, her green eyes bright and searching.

“You’re really bad at hiding how much you care about me,” she teased softly, her lips curving into a small, playful smile.

“Yeah?” he said, his voice low and full of humor as his hands settled on her waist. “You’re just realizing that now?”

“Hey, you’ve been annoyingly stubborn about it,” she shot back, her tone light, but her fingers gently brushing his cheek told a different story. “I wasn’t sure if you’d ever get your act together.”

“Guess I needed a wake-up call,” he admitted, his thumb grazing the bare skin of her hip where her sweatshirt had ridden up.

“Good thing I’m not afraid to make the first move,” she said, tilting her head with a smirk.

“Good thing,” he agreed, his voice dropping as his gaze flicked to her lips again.

He kissed her softly this time, savoring the moment, the way her lips responded to his like they’d been made for each other. It wasn’t just passion—it was something deeper, something that felt like it had been building between them for years, like an unspoken promise finally fulfilled, patiently waiting for this exact moment. His lips lingered on hers as if he was afraid to let go, afraid to break the fragile perfection of what they had created between them.

Her breath hitched as he pulled back just slightly, his forehead resting against hers. The air around them felt charged, heavy with unspoken words and emotions too big for either of them to fully grasp. His fingers brushed along her jawline, his thumb tracing the curve of her cheek as if memorizing the softness of her skin. She shivered under his touch, tilting her head into his hand, her eyes fluttering closed for a brief second before meeting his gaze again.

When they finally broke apart, her hands rested lightly on his shoulders, her fingers curling just slightly into the fabric of his shirt like she was afraid he might disappear. Her eyes—bright, searching, and impossibly tender—stayed locked on his, as though she was trying to memorize every detail of his face, every line, every shadow.

“I’m scared,” he admitted quietly, his voice barely above a whisper, his hands tightening just slightly on her waist as if anchoring himself to her. “I don’t know what’s going to happen, but I don’t want to lose this. I don’t want to lose you.”

Her expression softened as a flicker of vulnerability crossed her face. She reached up, her fingertips brushing along the line of his jaw, her touch light but grounding. Then, leaning in, she pressed a feather-light kiss to the corner of his mouth, her lips lingering just long enough to make his breath hitch. “You won’t,” she said firmly, her voice steady despite the emotion shimmering in her eyes. “We’ll figure it out. Together.”

Her words settled over him like a balm, soothing the raw edges of his doubt. He nodded, swallowing the lump in his throat, and let out a shaky breath. For the first time in what felt like forever, the knot of anxiety that had been sitting in his chest loosened, replaced by something warmer, steadier. He slid his hands up her sides, his thumbs grazing the curve of her ribs, and held her a little closer.

“Together,” he repeated, his voice soft but resolute.

Her smile widened, slow and radiant, as though she was letting herself believe his words just as much as he was. She leaned into him, her movements unhurried, deliberate, savoring the closeness between them. Her arms slid around his neck, her fingers threading into the hair at the nape of his neck, and her body melted against his, a perfect fit. He let his chin rest lightly on top of her head, breathing her in, his hands sliding up her back as he held her close.

The world outside seemed to fade away, leaving only the two of them, wrapped in a cocoon of warmth and quiet intensity. His hands moved in slow, measured strokes along her back, each movement deliberate, a silent reassurance that he was there, that he wasn’t going anywhere. She tilted her head slightly, her lips brushing the side of his neck in a way that sent a shiver down his spine, her breath warm and teasing against his skin.

His fingers tangled in the loose strands of her hair, the silky texture slipping through his hands as he tilted her face up toward his. His gaze searched hers, and for a moment, time seemed to hold its breath. Then, slowly, he leaned in again, his lips finding hers with a quiet urgency. This kiss was different—deeper, more consuming. It wasn’t just a kiss; it was a revelation, a vow without words, a promise that everything they felt in this moment was real, undeniable, and theirs.

Her fingers tightened in his hair, her body pressing closer to his as she lost herself in him, in the way his lips moved against hers, in the way his hands explored her back with a mix of reverence and desire. The kiss deepened, their breaths mingling, their hearts pounding in unison as the tension between them unraveled, leaving only raw, unfiltered emotion in its wake.

When they finally pulled back, both of them were breathing hard, their foreheads resting together once more. Her lips were slightly swollen, her cheeks flushed, but her smile was radiant, her eyes shining with a mixture of joy and longing.

“This,” she whispered, her voice soft but certain, “this is worth fighting for.”

He cupped her face in his hands, his thumbs brushing over her cheeks as he gazed at her with an intensity that made her breath catch. “You’re worth fighting for,” he said, his voice thick with emotion. “And I’ll fight for you. For us. Always.”

Her smile widened, and she closed the small distance between them, pressing her lips to his once more. As they stood there, wrapped in each other, the world seemed to fall away, leaving only the promise of what they could be together.

Outside, the faint sound of the waves filled the quiet, a steady rhythm that seemed to echo the beat of his heart. He didn’t know what tomorrow would bring, but for now, with Lily in his arms, everything felt exactly as it should be.

They stayed like that for a while, wrapped up in each other, the world outside the room fading into irrelevance. Ethan’s arms were draped lazily around Lily, holding her close, while her head rested against his chest. The steady rhythm of his heartbeat filled the quiet, a calming metronome in the stillness of the night.

Their conversation slipped between soft whispers and quiet laughter, flowing effortlessly like it always did when they were together. They talked about everything and nothing at the same time, their words weaving a tapestry of shared moments and unspoken truths.

“I couldn’t stop thinking about you,” Ethan admitted at one point, his voice low and unguarded. His fingers absently traced circles on her back, the motion soothing for both of them. “There was this one night—I don’t even remember what I was doing—but everything reminded me of you. Every stupid little thing. I tried to push it away, but it just... wouldn’t stop.”

Lily tilted her head to look up at him, her lips curving into a soft smile. “You could’ve just told me that, you know,” she said, her tone teasing but gentle. “Would’ve saved us both a lot of trouble.”

He chuckled, shaking his head. “Yeah, well, that would’ve required me to not be a total idiot, so...”

“True,” she said with a mock-serious nod, her fingers tapping lightly against his chest. “But at least you came around eventually. Points for effort.”

“Effort?” he scoffed, arching an eyebrow. “Do I get no credit for, I don’t know, showing up at your door in the middle of the night and confessing my undying love?”

She grinned, the corners of her eyes crinkling. “Undying love, huh? That’s a bold claim.”

“You’re really going to make me work for this, aren’t you?” he asked, feigning exasperation.

“Absolutely,” she said without missing a beat, her grin softening into something more tender. “But for the record, I’ve been in love with you for a lot longer than you’ve been in love with me. So, technically, I win.”

Ethan blinked, then let out a laugh—deep and genuine, the kind that made his chest shake beneath her. “Oh, it’s a competition now?”

“Everything’s a competition,” she said with a smug little shrug.

“Well, in that case,” he said, his voice dropping playfully as he tightened his arms around her, “I’m pretty sure I just earned bonus points for the kissing. And if I didn’t, I can always try again.”

Lily laughed, swatting his shoulder lightly. “You’re impossible.”

“And yet, here you are,” he said, grinning.

“Yeah, yeah,” she muttered, rolling her eyes, but the faint blush on her cheeks gave her away.

Eventually, the banter gave way to a quieter, more intimate stillness. They lay down together on the bed, tangled up in each other like two pieces of a puzzle that had finally found their place.

Lily’s head rested on Ethan’s chest, her fingers tracing lazy, aimless patterns on his skin. Every now and then, her touch would pause as if she were lost in thought, only to resume again, soft and absentminded.

Ethan’s hand slid through her hair in slow, rhythmic strokes, the strands slipping between his fingers like silk. The motion was almost hypnotic, and he wondered if she could feel how much he didn’t want to let her go.

“Do you think this is crazy?” she asked softly, breaking the silence. Her voice was laced with curiosity, but there was a vulnerability there too, like she wasn’t entirely sure she wanted to hear the answer.

Ethan glanced down at her, a small smile tugging at the corners of his lips. “Probably,” he said, his tone light but sincere. “But the best things in life usually are.”

She laughed quietly, the sound warm and full of life, vibrating against his chest. “I like that,” she said, her voice muffled slightly as she nuzzled closer to him.

“Good,” he replied, pressing a kiss to the top of her head. “Because I’m not letting you go.”

She tilted her head back to look at him, her eyes shining in the dim light of the room. There was something fierce in her expression, a mixture of love and determination that made his chest tighten in the best way.

“Good,” she echoed, her voice steady and certain. “Because I’m not letting you go either.”

He smiled down at her, his thumb brushing lightly against her cheek. “Deal.”

For a while, they just stayed like that, holding each other in the quiet glow of the moonlight. The faint sound of the waves drifted in through the window, a soothing backdrop to the steady rise and fall of their breathing.

Ethan’s mind drifted, but for once, it wasn’t overwhelmed with doubts or second-guessing. Instead, it was filled with her—the way her hair smelled faintly of coconut, the way her fingertips danced along his skin as if she were trying to memorize him, the way she fit against him like she’d been made to be there.

“Hey, Ethan?” Lily’s voice broke through his thoughts, soft but playful.

“Yeah?” he murmured, his eyes half-closed as he ran his fingers through her hair.

“Just so we’re clear,” she said, her lips quirking into a grin, “if you ever try to pull that whole ‘I can’t do this’ thing again, I’m locking you out of the house. Forever.”

He laughed, the sound rumbling deep in his chest. “Noted,” he said, his tone mock-serious. “I’ll make sure to keep that in mind.”

“Good,” she said, her grin softening as she rested her head back on his chest.

And for the first time in a long time, Ethan felt like everything was exactly where it was supposed to be.


Chapter 10.

The morning after Ethan confessed his love to Lily, the world didn’t suddenly explode. The sun still rose, the waves still crashed against the shore, and their parents were blissfully unaware of the tectonic shift that had occurred in their family dynamic.

But for Ethan and Lily, everything felt different.

Ethan woke first, blinking groggily at the soft light filtering through the blinds. It took him a moment to register where he was—or more accurately, who he was with. Then he felt her.

Lily was pressed against his side, her head resting on his chest, her arm draped casually across his stomach like it had always belonged there. Her hair was a chaotic mess of curls, spilling over his skin and tickling his neck, but he didn’t dare move.

For a long moment, he just lay there, staring at the ceiling and trying to process the fact that this wasn’t a dream. She was real, here, warm and solid and tangled up with him in a way that made his chest ache.

How did I get this lucky? he thought, his hand resting lightly on her back.

He glanced down at her sleeping face, her features soft and relaxed in the golden light of dawn. She looked so peaceful, so utterly at ease, that it almost felt wrong to disturb her. Almost.

A small, mischievous smile tugged at his lips.

“Lily,” he whispered, his voice low and teasing.

She didn’t stir.

He shifted slightly, dipping his head closer to hers. “Lily,” he said again, dragging the syllables out like a kid poking a bear.

She groaned softly, burying her face deeper into his chest. “Go away,” she mumbled, her voice muffled and groggy.

Ethan bit back a laugh. “I would, but you’re kind of using me as a human pillow right now.”

“Then stop talking,” she muttered, her hand lazily swatting at his side before going limp again.

“Cute,” he said, smirking. “But you do realize it’s morning, right? We can’t just stay in bed all day.”

“Why not?” she shot back, cracking one eye open to glare at him. “You’re the one who ruined my beauty sleep.”

Ethan raised an eyebrow, his smirk widening. “Beauty sleep? You woke up looking like you lost a fight with a tumbleweed.”

Her eyes snapped open fully now, narrowing at him as she propped herself up on one elbow. “Oh, you did not just say that.”

“Hey, I’m just stating facts,” he said, shrugging innocently. “But don’t worry, you’re still cute. In a... wild forest nymph kind of way.”

Lily stared at him for a beat, then grabbed a pillow and smacked him square in the face.

“Worth it,” Ethan said, laughing as he caught the pillow and tossed it aside.

Lily flopped back down beside him with an exaggerated huff, but the corner of her mouth twitched, betraying her amusement. “You’re lucky I like you,” she muttered, her voice still groggy but laced with affection.

“Oh, I’m very lucky,” he said, his tone softening as he turned on his side to face her. His fingers reached out, brushing a stray curl away from her face. “Trust me, I know.”

Her eyes met his, and for a moment, the teasing melted away, replaced by something quieter, deeper.

“You’re such a sap,” she said, but her voice was gentle, her lips curving into a small smile.

“And you love it,” he shot back, grinning.

She rolled her eyes, but the smile didn’t leave her face. “Unfortunately, I do.”

They stayed like that for a while, the morning light growing brighter around them as the rest of the house slowly came to life. Somewhere down the hall, a door creaked open, followed by the faint sound of footsteps and muffled voices.

Ethan sighed, running a hand over his face. “Reality’s knocking.”

Lily groaned, pulling the blanket up over her head. “Ignore it. Maybe it’ll go away.”

“As tempting as that sounds,” he said, tugging the blanket back down to reveal her face, “I don’t think your mom would appreciate finding us like this.”

Her eyes widened slightly, and she bolted upright, her hair even more chaotic than before. “Oh, crap. You’re right.”

Ethan sat up too, his hands resting on his knees as he watched her scramble to smooth her hair and straighten her sweatshirt. He couldn’t help but laugh at her frantic movements.

“What’s so funny?” she demanded, shooting him a glare as she tugged at the hem of her shirt.

“You,” he said, leaning back on his hands. “You’re adorable when you’re panicking.”

“I’m not panicking,” she said, though the flush creeping up her neck suggested otherwise.

“Sure, you’re not,” he teased, standing up and stretching. “But if it helps, I’ll make a run for it first. You can deny everything and blame it all on me.”

She crossed her arms, raising an eyebrow. “Oh, so now you’re a martyr? How noble.”

“Hey, I’m just trying to protect your reputation,” he said, flashing her a grin. “I’m basically a hero.”

“Uh-huh,” she said, rolling her eyes but unable to hide her smile. “Get out of here before I decide to actually murder you.”

Ethan laughed, heading for the door. But before he opened it, he turned back to look at her, his hand resting on the doorknob.

“Hey, Lily?”

“Yeah?” she said, her tone softer now.

He hesitated for a second, then smiled. “Last night... it wasn’t just a moment. It wasn’t just some thing I said because it felt right. I meant it. All of it.”

Her expression softened, and she stepped closer, her arms wrapping loosely around herself. “I know,” she said quietly, her eyes meeting his. “And so did I.”

Ethan nodded, his smile widening. “Good. Just wanted to make sure.”

“Go,” she said, shooing him toward the door with a laugh. “Before I change my mind about liking you.”

He opened the door, glancing back at her one last time. “See you later, tumbleweed.”

“Ethan!” she hissed, grabbing the nearest pillow and hurling it at him, but he was already out the door, laughing as it thudded against the frame.

Lily stood there for a moment, shaking her head and smiling to herself. Despite the chaos that was sure to come, she couldn’t help but feel that everything—at least for now—was exactly as it should be.

“What happens now?” Lily asked, her voice soft but curious as she stared out at the waves rolling lazily toward the shore.

They were sitting side by side on the porch, steaming mugs of coffee in hand. The morning air was crisp, carrying the faint scent of salt and sun-bleached wood, and the porch creaked gently beneath them as they shifted. Lily was curled up in the oversized sweatshirt she’d worn the night before, her legs tucked under her like a contented cat.

Ethan, on the other hand, was doing his best to act like he wasn’t completely distracted by how effortlessly beautiful she looked.

He stole another glance at her, the soft morning light catching in her messy hair, the way she held her mug with both hands like it was the only thing keeping her warm. It wasn’t fair, really—how someone could look so perfect while doing absolutely nothing. It was borderline criminal.

“I don’t know,” Ethan admitted, running a hand through his already-messy hair. He leaned back against the porch railing, the wood cool against his shoulder blades. “But I think... maybe we should keep this between us. For now.”

Lily raised an eyebrow, glancing at him over the rim of her mug. “You mean, like a secret relationship?”

“Yeah,” he said, wincing slightly. The words felt clunky coming out of his mouth, like they didn’t quite fit. “I just think it’s better if we figure this out on our own before we drag anyone else into it. Especially our parents.”

She frowned, staring down into her coffee as if it held the answer to all their problems. “You’re probably right. Mom would freak out, and David…” She paused, wrinkling her nose at the thought. “Well, I don’t even want to go there.”

Ethan nodded. “Exactly. We don’t need to add more stress to their lives—or ours. Not yet, anyway.”

Lily let out a quiet sigh, blowing across the surface of her coffee. “Okay, but let’s be clear—this does not mean I’m sneaking around like some lovesick teenager in a bad YA novel. I have standards, Ethan.”

“Trust me, I’m well aware of your standards,” he said with a smirk, taking a sip of his coffee. “You remind me every time I forget to close the cereal box.”

Her lips twitched into a reluctant smile. “I’m just saying… we’re already dangerously close to cliché status here. Sneaking around, hiding our feelings from our family, the whole ‘forbidden love’ thing. What’s next? Secret rendezvous in broom closets?”

“Don’t tempt me,” Ethan said, raising an eyebrow. “I’ve always wanted to live in a bad soap opera.”

Lily laughed, the sound light and musical, and it sent a strange warmth spreading through his chest. “Fine,” she said, holding out her hand to him like they were sealing a business deal. “Secret relationship it is. But if we get caught, I’m blaming you.”

“Deal,” Ethan said, shaking her hand with mock seriousness. “But for the record, you’re terrible at keeping secrets.”

“Excuse me?” she said, pulling her hand back and narrowing her eyes at him. “I am excellent at keeping secrets.”

“You literally threw popcorn at me during a family movie night last week because I said something you didn’t like,” Ethan pointed out, grinning.

“That’s called sibling banter,” Lily argued, smirking. “It’s my cover story. You know, to make sure no one suspects anything.”

“Uh-huh. And what about the death glare you gave me when I stole your fries last night?”

“Also part of my cover story,” she said coolly, taking a long sip of her coffee.

Ethan shook his head, laughing quietly. “You know, for someone who claims to be the queen of subtlety, you’re not exactly convincing.”

“Please,” she said, waving a dismissive hand. “I’m a master of subtlety. You’re just too dense to notice it.”

“Right, because nothing screams ‘subtle’ like pelting me with popcorn,” he deadpanned.

Lily leaned toward him, her smirk widening. “Get used to it, lover boy. This is the life you signed up for.”

Ethan groaned, tilting his head back dramatically. “God, what have I done?”

“Fallen for a genius, obviously,” she said, sitting back with a satisfied grin.

He looked at her, shaking his head with a smile. “You’re impossible, you know that?”

“And you love it,” she teased, leaning over to kiss him on the cheek.

Her lips lingered for just a second longer than necessary, and Ethan felt his resolve to keep things “secret” waver slightly. How was he supposed to keep his cool when she was sitting there, looking like that, acting like that, and kissing him like that?

He turned his head toward her, catching her gaze, and for a brief moment, the teasing fell away. Her green eyes softened, and he could see the faintest hint of uncertainty there, hidden beneath her usual bravado.

“Hey,” he said quietly, reaching out to tuck a stray strand of hair behind her ear. “We’ll figure this out, okay? No popcorn wars, no broom closets, no bad soap opera plot twists. Just… us.”

She studied him like she was trying to decide whether to believe him, then nodded slowly. “Okay,” she said, her voice soft. “But seriously, Ethan—if this gets out and Mom corners me with one of her ‘heart-to-heart’ talks, I’m taking you down with me.”

“Fair enough,” he said, grinning as he leaned back against the railing. “But if David tries to kill me, you’re running interference.”

“Oh, no,” Lily said, shaking her head. “You’re on your own with that one. I’m not getting between you and David. I value my life, thank you very much.”

Ethan laughed, the sound warm and easy, and for a moment, it felt like everything was exactly as it should be.

“Just don’t blow our cover, tumbleweed,” he teased, nudging her shoulder.

“Don’t call me that,” she shot back, glaring at him.

“Make me,” he said, smirking as he took another sip of coffee.

Lily rolled her eyes but couldn’t hide the smile tugging at her lips. She leaned back in her chair, the morning sun casting a golden glow around her, and Ethan couldn’t help but think that, cliché or not, this secret relationship thing might just be worth it.

The next few months were a whirlwind of change, the kind of chaotic blur that left Ethan wondering how so much could happen in so little time.

He graduated college in early winter, stepping off the stage with a mix of relief and exhaustion. It wasn’t the big, celebratory moment he’d always imagined—no fireworks, no grand speeches about the future. Just a handshake, a diploma, and the faint realization that adulthood had officially arrived.

The job at the financial firm came shortly after. It wasn’t flashy or exciting, and it definitely wasn’t his dream career, but it was stable. It was a start. Ethan threw himself into the work with the same focus and determination he brought to everything in his life. Every spreadsheet he analyzed, every meeting he sat through, every late-night email he sent—it all felt like bricks in a foundation he was trying to build.

Not just for himself. For her, too.

Lily’s life, meanwhile, had taken on a different kind of energy. She’d spent most of the winter holed up in her makeshift studio—a corner of her apartment that somehow managed to look both chaotic and inspired. Canvases leaned against every available surface, splattered with bold strokes of color that seemed to defy the gray skies outside.

By spring, her hard work finally paid off. Her first gallery showing was small, tucked away in the back room of a local art studio, but it was hers.

Ethan arrived early, dressed in the one decent suit he owned, and found himself lingering awkwardly by the refreshments table as Lily darted around the room, talking to potential buyers and other artists. She was radiant, her excitement lighting her up from the inside out, and Ethan couldn’t stop staring.

He kept his distance at first, not wanting to interrupt, but eventually, she spotted him. Her eyes lit up when they met his, and she crossed the room in a few quick strides, grabbing his arm and pulling him into a quieter corner.

“I can’t believe this is actually happening,” she whispered, her voice breathless with excitement. Her eyes were wide, her cheeks flushed, and Ethan felt his chest tighten at the sight of her. “People are buying my art, Ethan. Like, with actual money.”

“That’s usually how it works,” Ethan said, smirking as he leaned casually against the wall. “But yeah, it’s pretty incredible.”

“Incredible?” she echoed, shaking her head. “It’s insane. I mean, look at these people—they’re actually interested in my work. They’re talking about brushstrokes and symbolism and—” She stopped, her voice breaking into a nervous laugh. “I don’t even know what half of it means.”

Ethan chuckled, reaching out to squeeze her hand. “They’re interested because you’re amazing, Lily. They see the same thing I do.”

She blushed, glancing down at their joined hands before nudging him lightly with her elbow. “You’re biased.”

“Maybe,” he admitted, leaning down so his lips were close to her ear. “But I’m also right.”

She laughed, her cheeks darkening even further as she tried to hide her face behind her hair. “Stop it,” she muttered, though the smile tugging at her lips betrayed her.

Ethan grinned, his hand still resting on hers. He glanced around the room, taking in the small crowd admiring her work. A couple stood by one of her larger paintings, their heads tilted as they whispered to each other. Another man was speaking with the gallery owner, gesturing toward one of her smaller pieces.

“You know they’re going to sell out, right?” Ethan said, nodding toward the paintings. “Pretty soon, you’re going to have to start turning people away.”

“That’s not how it works,” she said, laughing. “I’m not exactly Picasso.”

“Yet,” he corrected, his tone teasing but sincere.

Lily rolled her eyes, though she couldn’t entirely hide her smile. “You’re ridiculous.”

“And you love it,” he shot back, smirking.

“Debatable,” she said, though her grin widened as she glanced back at the room.

Ethan watched her for a moment, his chest swelling with pride. Watching her like this—watching her chase her dreams, watching her succeed—it made him feel like he could take on the world.

“Hey,” she said suddenly, turning back to him. Her expression softened, and she reached out to smooth the lapel of his jacket, her hand lingering there. “Thanks for being here. It means a lot.”

“Where else would I be?” he asked, his voice low.

She smiled, shaking her head. “You’re such a sap.”

“Yeah, well,” he said, leaning closer, “you’re stuck with me now.”

“Good,” she whispered, her smile turning mischievous. “Because I’m already planning a whole series of paintings based on how annoying you are.”

Ethan laughed, wrapping an arm around her waist and pulling her closer. “As long as I get a cut of the profits, I’m fine with that.”

“Not a chance,” she said, smirking as she pulled away. “Now, go mingle or something. You’re making me look bad, lurking in the corner like my personal bodyguard.”

“Fine,” he said with an exaggerated sigh. “But if anyone asks, I’m telling them I’m your muse.”

“Ethan!” she hissed, laughing as she shoved him lightly toward the crowd.

He grinned, winking at her before blending into the room. As he wandered among the guests, listening to snippets of conversation about color palettes and artistic intent, he couldn’t help but feel a quiet sense of satisfaction.

This was exactly why he worked so hard—those late nights at the office, the endless meetings, the spreadsheets that made his eyes glaze over. It was all for this. For her.

From across the room, Lily caught his eye, her lips quirking into a small, private smile. Ethan smiled back, raising his glass in a silent toast.

They were building something together, brick by brick, moment by moment. And for the first time in a long time, he felt like they were exactly where they were meant to be.

Of course, keeping their relationship a secret wasn’t always easy. It was, in fact, a logistical nightmare. They’d thought it would be simple—just a few well-timed excuses, some casual distance in public, and locking doors when necessary. But in a house full of nosy people who seemed to have an uncanny ability to show up at the worst possible moments, it was like trying to perform a magic trick with half the deck missing.

The close calls came often enough to feel like a recurring sitcom gag.

Like the time Melissa walked in on them “arguing” in the kitchen.

“Arguing” had been Lily’s genius idea—an impromptu cover when Melissa appeared in the doorway just as Ethan had leaned in to kiss her.

“I told you not to put the peanut butter in the fridge!” Lily had snapped, her eyes wide as she shoved Ethan back a step.

“I didn’t put it in the fridge!” Ethan shot back, trying to keep a straight face. “You’re the one who keeps messing with the pantry!”

Melissa stood there, holding a half-empty coffee mug and blinking at them like they’d both lost their minds. “Uh, okay...” she said slowly, backing out of the room. “You two might want to, like, chill. It’s just peanut butter.”

As soon as she was gone, Ethan burst into laughter, leaning against the counter while Lily smacked his arm.

“Peanut butter?” she hissed, glaring at him. “Really?”

“You’re the one who started yelling!” he shot back, still laughing.

“Yeah, well, you’re a terrible actor,” she muttered, crossing her arms. But her lips twitched, and a moment later, she gave in and started laughing too.

Then there was the time David found Ethan’s sweatshirt in Lily’s room.

It had been draped over the back of her desk chair—completely innocent, really, except for the fact that it was unmistakably his. David had stood in the doorway, leaning against the frame with his arms crossed, staring at the sweatshirt like it was a bomb he was trying to disarm.

“Nice hoodie,” he said casually, his tone laced with suspicion.

“Thanks,” Lily had replied quickly, her voice an octave higher than usual. “It’s, uh, vintage. Thrift store find.”

David raised an eyebrow, clearly unconvinced. “Huh. Looks a lot like the one Ethan wears all the time.”

Ethan, who had been passing by in the hallway at that exact moment, nearly choked on the water bottle he was holding. He ducked into the bathroom before David could see his face.

“Total coincidence,” Lily said, shrugging like it was no big deal. “You know how generic hoodies are these days.”

David didn’t say anything, but the look he gave her before walking away made it clear he was filing this information away for later.

Later that night, Ethan was lying on Lily’s bed, staring up at the ceiling while she paced back and forth, gesturing wildly.

“He knows,” she whispered, her voice urgent. “I mean, he definitely knows. Did you see his face? He’s onto us.”

“Relax,” Ethan said, trying not to laugh at how dramatic she looked. “He doesn’t know anything. He probably just thinks you’re weirdly obsessed with my wardrobe.”

Lily stopped pacing, narrowing her eyes at him. “That’s not helping.”

“Okay, okay,” Ethan said, sitting up and holding his hands up in surrender. “Even if he does suspect something, he hasn’t said anything. And until he does, we’re in the clear.”

“I don’t know...” Lily said, biting her lip. “David’s like a bloodhound. He’s probably just waiting for the perfect moment to pounce.”

Ethan smirked, reaching out to grab her hand and pulling her onto the bed beside him. “If he pounces, we’ll deal with it. Until then, stop overthinking and come here.”

She let out a dramatic sigh but let him pull her into his arms, resting her head on his chest. “You’re way too calm about this,” she mumbled.

“That’s because I’m a genius under pressure,” Ethan said smugly, running his fingers through her hair.

“You’re something, all right,” she muttered, but her lips curved into a small smile.

One night, during one of the rare moments when the house was actually quiet, they lay tangled together in her bed, the door locked and the glow of her bedside lamp casting soft shadows on the walls.

“Do you think he knows?” Lily whispered, her voice barely audible over the sound of the waves crashing faintly in the distance.

“Maybe,” Ethan admitted, his arm wrapped securely around her waist. He stared up at the ceiling, his thumb idly tracing patterns on her hip. “But if he does, he hasn’t said anything. And honestly, I’d rather not know.”

“Fair enough,” Lily said, shifting slightly so she could look up at him. Her hair was a mess, her sweatshirt was three sizes too big, and she was the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen.

“But if he ever says the words ‘we need to talk,’” she continued, her voice serious, “I’m running away and joining the circus.”

Ethan laughed softly, kissing the top of her head. “Deal. But if you do, I’m coming with you. I’ve always wanted to learn how to juggle.”

“Yeah, you’d make a great clown,” she said, smirking against his chest.

“Wow,” Ethan said, pretending to be offended. “That’s the thanks I get for supporting your circus dreams? Unbelievable.”

Lily laughed quietly, her breath warm against his skin. “You’re welcome.”

He tightened his arms around her, pressing his lips to her forehead. “You’re impossible,” he murmured.

“And you love it,” she said, her words muffled but teasing.

He couldn’t argue with that.

By the time summer rolled around, Ethan and Lily had settled into a rhythm. It wasn’t always smooth sailing—there were bumps, close calls, and the occasional argument over something silly, like who ate the last of the cereal or who forgot to lock the door. But those moments never lingered. They had a way of laughing through the chaos, smoothing over the rough edges with inside jokes and stolen kisses.

Their relationship wasn’t perfect—Ethan had come to realize no relationship ever was—but it was theirs. And that was enough.

One warm July evening, they found themselves back at the beach, sitting on the same stretch of sand where everything between them had changed. The air was thick with the scent of salt and summer, the breeze cool against their skin as it carried the sound of the waves gently lapping at the shore.

The sun had long since set, leaving the sky blanketed in stars, scattered like diamonds across a sea of black. The moon hung low on the horizon, casting a soft silver glow over the water.

Lily leaned against Ethan, her head resting on his shoulder, her curls tickling his neck in a way that made him smile. She smelled faintly of sunscreen and coconut—her usual summer scent—and Ethan couldn’t help but think about how much he loved that smell.

He wrapped an arm around her, pulling her closer. She fit perfectly against him, as if she’d been made to be there, and he wondered—not for the first time—how he’d gotten so lucky.

“Do you ever think about the future?” she asked softly, breaking the comfortable silence. Her voice was quiet, almost tentative, like she wasn’t sure she wanted to hear the answer.

“All the time,” Ethan admitted. He kept his gaze on the horizon, watching the waves shimmer under the starlight. “What about you?”

“Yeah,” she said, her fingers moving absentmindedly over his arm, tracing lazy patterns that sent tiny shivers down his spine. “Sometimes it scares me, you know? Not knowing what’s going to happen. But then I think about you, and it doesn’t feel so scary anymore.”

Ethan turned his head to look at her, his chest tightening at her words. She wasn’t looking at him—her gaze was fixed on the water, her expression soft and thoughtful—but he could see the faint blush creeping up her cheeks.

“You make it sound like I have all the answers,” he said, his lips curving into a small smile.

“You don’t,” she said quickly, glancing up at him with a teasing grin. “Let’s not get carried away here.”

He laughed, shaking his head. “Wow. Way to keep me humble.”

“Just doing my job,” she said, nudging him lightly with her elbow. But then her smile softened, and she rested her hand over his where it lay on her hip. “But seriously... you make me feel like we’ll figure it out. Together.”

Ethan felt his heart swell, the weight of her words settling over him in the best possible way. He didn’t know how she did it—how she could say something so simple and make it feel like the most important thing in the world.

“We will,” he said firmly, his voice steady despite the emotion threatening to choke him. “No matter what happens, we’ll figure it out. I promise.”

She tilted her head up to look at him, her green eyes catching the light of the stars. For a moment, he couldn’t breathe.

“I’ll hold you to that,” she said softly, her lips curving into a small, genuine smile.

“Good,” he murmured, leaning down to press a kiss to her forehead. “I’d expect nothing less.”

They fell into a comfortable silence then, the kind that didn’t need to be filled with words. The sound of the waves filled the space between them, steady and soothing, and the stars seemed to stretch on forever above their heads.

Ethan’s mind wandered, as it often did during quiet moments like this. He couldn’t help but think about everything that had led them here—the stolen moments, the whispered conversations, the laughter, the arguments, the sheer ridiculousness of keeping their relationship a secret.

He knew the road ahead wouldn’t be easy. Their parents didn’t know yet, and the thought of that conversation made his stomach twist uncomfortably. He didn’t know how they’d react, whether they’d be angry or disappointed or something else entirely.

But as he sat there with Lily in his arms, her warmth pressed against his side, he realized none of that mattered. Not right now.

What mattered was her. The way her laugh could light up a room. The way she chewed on her bottom lip when she was nervous. The way she looked at him, like he was her safe place, her anchor in the chaos.

“Hey,” Lily said suddenly, breaking him out of his thoughts.

“Yeah?” he said, glancing down at her.

She shifted slightly so she could look up at him, a mischievous glint in her eyes. “Do you think David would strangle you if we told him first?”

Ethan blinked, caught off guard by the question. “Uh... probably,” he said, laughing. “Why? You thinking of testing that theory?”

“Not really,” she said, her grin widening. “But I like the idea of him being the one to break the news to Mom and Dad. You know, soften the blow.”

Ethan snorted, shaking his head. “Yeah, because David is so great at delicate conversations.”

“Okay, fair point,” Lily said, laughing. “But still, it’d be kind of funny to watch.”

“Funny for you,” Ethan said, raising an eyebrow. “I’d be the one getting disowned.”

She smirked, leaning up to kiss his cheek. “I’d stick around. You’d have at least one person in your corner.”

“Gee, thanks,” he said dryly, but he couldn’t help the smile that tugged at his lips.

They settled back into their quiet rhythm, the conversation fading into the sound of the waves. Ethan tightened his arm around Lily, holding her just a little closer, and she sighed contentedly against him.

He didn’t know what the future held—whether their parents would accept their relationship, whether the world would understand. But as he sat there with Lily in his arms, watching the stars and the waves, he realized something important.

None of that mattered. What mattered was this. Her. Them. The life they were building together, one step at a time.

And for the first time in a long time, Ethan felt truly hopeful.
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