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A Note to the Reader:

This story explores intimacy, healing, and trust between consenting adults.
It contains themes of sensual power exchange, erotic lactation, and a D/s dynamic, as well as brief mention of past sexual assault.
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Chapter One

The road wound uphill between tall pines, their shadows stretching long and cool across the gravel. Aurora pushed the stroller with an easy, unhurried rhythm, one hand steady on the handle, the other reaching down now and then to smooth Catherine’s blanket when the wheels bumped.

The baby’s hat had slipped sideways again, light pink against the green of the trees.

“Hold still,” Aurora murmured, stopping just long enough to straighten it. “You’re going to develop very strong opinions about hats, I can already tell.”

Catherine kicked in response, letting out a small, happy sound.

“Mama!” she said.

“That’s right!”

Genesis smiled to herself, walking beside them, close enough that she brushed Aurora’s arm now and then. She liked that Aurora matched her pace without comment—slowing when Genesis slowed, waiting without making it feel like waiting.

The air smelled like sap and lake water. Insects hummed somewhere deeper in the trees, a low, constant sound that blended with the hush of leaves overhead. Genesis slowed, letting it all settle into her shoulders. She wore her striped shirt and ripped jeans, the fabric soft from too many washes, familiar against her skin. Her dark hair was pulled into a loose braid down her back—Aurora had plaited it for her that morning, fingers gentle and slow—and a fine sheen of sweat had started to gather at her hairline. She pushed her glasses back up her nose with one finger, smiling faintly as she took it in.

Aurora glanced at her, smiling. “I know that feeling. Like your bones remember something your brain doesn’t.”

Genesis looked over at her—really looked. Aurora’s cheeks were flushed from the walk, her hair coming loose around her face. She looked lighter somehow, more alive. “You’re glowing,” Genesis murmured. “You seem happy.”

Aurora laughed under her breath. “That’s because we don’t have to drive to the city for a while. And because you’re here. I think you’re going to do better now—where it’s quieter. Where you can focus on yourself and… just breathe.”

Genesis smiled faintly, eyes on the road ahead. “Maybe.”

A car passed from the opposite direction, slowing just enough for the driver to wave. Aurora lifted her hand in return, that small-town reflex. Genesis watched the gesture—simple, unguarded—and felt something loosen in her chest.

After a while, Aurora asked, “Are you happy, Gen?”

Genesis hesitated. The question seemed too big for the stillness around them.

“I think so,” she said finally. “I mean… I want to be. It’s just—” she exhaled, tucking her hands into her pockets— “I’m having a hard time finding myself. I don’t really know who that is anymore.”

Aurora’s expression softened. “That’s okay,” she said. “You don’t have to know yet.”

The stroller wheels clicked over a patch of pebbles, steady and rhythmic, and the sound seemed to fill the space between them—not silence, exactly, but something gentler. The lake came into view through the trees, glittering with sunlight, and Genesis thought that maybe that was what healing looked like—not a sudden revelation, but a long, quiet walk toward something familiar she hadn’t seen before.

She quickened her pace and rested a hand at the small of Aurora’s back, a familiar, grounding touch. Aurora was dressed in the kind of clothes runners wore—light, close-fitting, meant to breathe—dark fabric clinging faintly where the air was warm. Her honey-blonde highlights caught the light as she turned, hair pulled into a loose, high ponytail, wisps already escaping to stick to her cheek.

Aurora looked over her shoulder, smiling. There were faint crinkles at the corners of her eyes when she smiled like that—ones Genesis loved, ones that made her look lived-in and real. For a moment, Genesis’s attention caught on Aurora’s mouth—full and relaxed, curved in quiet amusement—before she lifted her gaze to meet her eyes.

The night before had been gentle and lingering—tender kisses, whispered words that faded into comfortable silence, the two of them wrapped together beneath blankets while the wind moved through the trees outside. Nothing rushed. Nothing asked for more than it gave.

Genesis felt a quiet warmth at the thought, already looking forward to the simple intimacy of it happening again.

“I thought we could stop by my mom’s house for a minute,” Aurora said.

“Sure.”

“It’s this next one.”

Genesis had seen the house—or cabin, really—as they’d driven by it before. Only three doors down from Aurora’s, it sat close to the water, half-hidden behind a stand of birch trees. Its cedar siding had weathered to a silvery gray, and an old off-white Cadillac rested in the driveway like it hadn’t moved in years.

The porch smelled of pine and old varnish. Aurora parked the stroller near the stairs and lifted Catherine into her arms.

“I know,” she murmured, smiling down at her. “You love seeing Grammy, don’t you?”

Genesis followed a step behind, aware of herself in that ordinary way you are around a partner’s parent—careful, polite, wanting to get it right.

Inside, the air was cool and thick with the scent of coffee and frying oil.

From the inside kitchen came the pop and hiss of oil. Sandra stood at the stove, pan-frying a fish, her flannel sleeves rolled up, hair pinned in a loose gray knot.

“Mornin’,” Sandra sang over her shoulder.

Catherine squealed, laughing as Sandra turned and made an exaggerated look of surprise, lifting her hand in a little wave just for her.

“Hi, Mom,” Aurora said, smiling, easing Catherine higher on her hip. “What are you making?”

Genesis stepped inside fully, taking in everything—the sunken floral couch, the old boxy TV, the cast-iron stove with a kettle at the ready. The house looked like it had been built by memory itself: layers of warmth, and time. Everything was wood—walls, floors, the ceiling beams—the whole space glowing in the morning light. Framed photographs and landscape paintings crowded the walls, and every surface seemed to host something meaningful: small wooden sculptures, seashells, glass jars of feathers and pebbles. A carved mallard stood watch on a side table beside a bowl of smooth lake stones.

“Bass,” Sandra said as they entered. “Caught it this morning. Couldn’t let it get away.”

She turned with a grin, eyes bright. “Do you fish, Genesis?”

Genesis shook her head, smiling a little. “No, never been.”

“Well, that’s a shame,” Sandra said, flipping the fillet with a practiced flick of her wrist. “You’ll have to come with me sometime. I head out just before the sun’s up. Best light you’ll ever see.”

Aurora scoffed. “Mom’s sunrise is everyone else’s midnight.”

Sandra chuckled, setting the spatula aside and placing a lid over the pan. “You’re just jealous I get the good catch.” She rinsed her hands at the sink, drying them on a faded towel.

“What are you two up to today?” she asked over her shoulder.

“Just out for a walk,” Aurora said. “Might do some baking later. How about you?”

“Painting, painting, and some more painting.” Sandra turned, smiling, her eyes bright with mischief. “Have to take advantage of a sunny day. Come on, I’ll show you what I’m working on.”

Genesis looked around as they followed Sandra through the kitchen, still taking in the house—the glowing wood, the old photographs, the carved mallard standing guard beside its bowl of smooth stones.

“You have a lovely home,” she said.

Sandra glanced back with a grin. “Thanks. Built it myself back in the eighties.”

“Seriously?”

“Yep. Me, a few good friends, and more beer than sense.” She laughed, pausing as Aurora stepped closer and passed Catherine into her arms. “It’s a little crooked in places, but it’s held together this long. Kind of like this old goat.”

Aurora smiled at that, and Genesis did too, the warmth of it filling the space as they moved into the hallway. A sharper scent drifted toward them—something familiar but hard to place.

Genesis slowed, registering it fully now. Turpentine, she realized after a moment. She’d never worked with oils herself, but she remembered the smell from art studios in school—clean and biting, layered beneath paint and old wood.

She hesitated at the mouth of the hallway, unsure whether to follow, until Aurora gave her a small nod, motioning her along.

Sandra adjusted Catherine on her hip as they walked, the baby squealing, fingers curling into the fabric of Sandra’s shirt.

“She’s getting big,” Sandra said proudly, leaning in to kiss Catherine’s forehead. “Too big for her grandma to carry much longer.”

“Oh, Mother, enough,” Aurora said with a grin. “You’re stronger than you let on.”

Sandra guffawed, the sound full and familiar. The warmth of it lingered as they continued down the short hallway, light spilling ahead of them from the studio.

The hallway opened into a sun-filled room. Half-finished canvases lined the walls—crashing waves, mountain ridges, fields caught in late-summer light. One stood on the easel, a wide view of a harbor in progress, the sea rendered in sweeping blues and greens.

Sandra set Catherine down near a low box of brushes, keeping one watchful eye on her as the baby toddled forward, immediately captivated.

Genesis stopped just inside the doorway. “Wow,” she murmured.

“I keep a few going at once,” Sandra said. “But this one’s a commission, so it gets the attention for now.”

Aurora watched Genesis’s expression, a small smile tugging at her mouth. “She’s in galleries all over New England.”

Sandra laughed, squinting at one of the canvases. “Yes, and they’re always hounding me for new work. But I can’t complain too much about that.”

Genesis stepped closer to a painting, drawn to the texture of the brushstrokes—thick ridges of color that caught the light like water. “It’s incredible,” she said. “Do you make your own canvases?”

Each frame seemed to have a craftsmanship that could not be store-bought.

“Sure do.” Sandra nodded toward the glass door at the back of the studio. Through it, a small shed and a saw bench sat waiting in the sun. “I paint on linen. I cut the stretcher bars myself and build the frames when they’re done. Every painting gets its own bones.”

Genesis smiled. “That’s amazing.”

“Well,” Sandra said, turning back to her with that same bright-eyed warmth, “I’ve got more canvases than I can fill. You’re welcome to come by sometime, try the oils, make a mess. Art’s good medicine.”

Genesis felt the words settle somewhere deep, unexpected. “I might take you up on that,” she said, voice low, cheeks warming.

“Good.” Sandra reached out to retrieve a stray brush from Catherine’s hand. “Yup, come by anytime. If I’m not out on the lake or at my sister’s, I’m usually in here.”

A short silence passed, gentle and unhurried. Then Aurora said, “Well, we’ll let you eat your breakfast. Just wanted to stop in and see what you were up to.”

They moved back through the house, past the creaking floors and the lingering smell of pine and cooking oil. After a few more words and a hug from Sandra, they stepped outside again, the sun already higher and hotter than before.

Genesis shaded her eyes, glancing back at the cabin. “That studio is a dream,” she said. “I’ve never seen anything like it. In person anyway.”

Aurora smiled. “It is. She struggled for years to get her art business going—single mom, no shortcuts. She’s stubborn as they come, though. Hardworking. Under all that laughter, there’s steel.”

Aurora sniffled and sighed, her gaze drifting toward the water. Catherine babbled and laughed in the stroller, kicking her feet against the edge of the seat. Genesis caught the shift in Aurora’s expression—something wistful, maybe even tender—and quietly laid her hand over Aurora’s on the handlebar.

“Was it hard, growing up?”

Aurora let out a gentle laugh. “You could say that. She was more strict with me and my brother. But she’s changed. Catherine brings that out of her. And money was tight but it made me smart with budgeting. I owe what I have to mom, really.”

The stroller wheels rolled on, steady against the gravel, the rhythm of the walk filling the quiet that followed. Sunlight flickered between the birches, warm on their faces.

Aurora pushed her hair back and sighed, half smiling. “It’s going to be a hot summer. It’s not even July yet and it’s this humid.”

Genesis looked up at the bright blue sky, the air shimmering above the road, and thought that maybe that wasn’t such a bad thing—out here, by the lake.

***

July arrived quietly. The heat lingered, heavy and close, but the rain came with it—slow, steady days of mist and downpour that painted everything around the lake. The woods darkened and deepened with color, pine needles slick and shining, leaves rinsed clean.

From the porch, Genesis watched the rain fall through layers of green, the lake turning slate and silver beneath low clouds. It felt nothing like Portland, where rain had always seemed loud and restless, ricocheting off pavement and glass. Here it settled in, patient, as if the land itself knew how to wait. The Fourth of July came and went. They watched distant fireworks from the porch one night—small and far away.

Their days slipped into an easy rhythm. Because of the weather, Aurora drove Catherine over to Sandra’s most mornings, the walk between the houses too muddy and long through the trees. Genesis watched from the window sometimes as the car disappeared down the drive, the house growing quiet in its wake. She read on the couch, stretched on the rug, scrolled absently on her phone, letting the hours pass without asking much of them. In the afternoons, Aurora worked nearby while Genesis lingered close—sometimes on the porch when the rain eased, sometimes sitting at the table with a book, the steady presence of the house doing more for her than she knew how to name.

At night, the world narrowed again. Aurora checked in gently, asked about the day, listened without pushing. There were moments of care that felt almost incidental—Aurora brushing Genesis’s hair while they talked, reminding her to floss, pressing a glass of water into her hands before bed. Genesis let herself be guided through small routines she’d neglected without realizing it, the kind that made her feel younger, lighter, held. They shared the quiet, the rain tapping the roof, the sense of being tucked away from anything that might demand more than she could give. By the time the skies finally began to clear, nearly a week later, Genesis realized she had stopped counting the days. She was still finding her footing—but for the first time, she wasn’t rushing to do so.

“Sorry,” Aurora said, closing her laptop with a click as she slid off the stool at the island. “I just got a new client. Had to finish up my notes.” The baby monitor crackled faintly beside her. “What are you reading, sweetheart?”

Genesis shifted on the couch and held up the book so Aurora could see the cover.

Aurora smiled. “A western, huh?”

Genesis nodded. “Yeah. It’s just getting good.”

Aurora leaned against the counter, studying her for a moment. “You’ve been on your phone less,” she said lightly. “I’ve noticed.”

Genesis thought about it, then shrugged. “I guess I have.” It was true—she’d texted Sherry earlier in the week, but since Sherry started her new job, the messages had slowed. Lately, Genesis kept forgetting where she’d left her phone altogether, wandering off without it and not feeling the need to go back. “I haven’t really thought about it.”

Aurora made a quiet hmm sound, thoughtful but pleased. She gathered her laptop and disappeared into her office, the door clicking shut. A moment later, she returned and crossed the room, sitting beside Genesis on the couch. She leaned in, nuzzling a kiss into the side of Genesis’s neck, tender and comfortable.

Genesis laughed under her breath and tipped her head back, fingers curling into Aurora’s sleeve as she pulled her closer, guiding her easily into her lap. They kissed—slow, warm, nothing urgent about it, just the easy familiarity of mouths that already knew each other.

“So,” Aurora murmured against her lips, smiling. “What are you thinking for dinner?”

Genesis didn’t miss a beat. “You.”

Aurora laughed, the sound low and fond. “Flattery will get you everywhere.” She kissed her again, then pulled back just enough to look at her. “No, seriously. I was thinking roasted vegetables. But I’d probably need to run to the store.”

“I can go,” Genesis offered. The words came out before she could second-guess them. “If you want to relax.”

Aurora raised an eyebrow, amused. “Do you even know where the supermarket is, young lady?”

Genesis smiled—sheepish, but not retreating. “No. But I have GPS.” She paused, then added more honestly, “I’ve been thinking it might be nice to explore town anyway.”

Aurora’s expression softened at that. “Yeah?” she asked gently.

Genesis nodded. “Yeah. I haven’t really had a reason to go out yet. But I kind of want one.”

Aurora brushed her thumb along Genesis’s jaw, thoughtful and affectionate. “Okay,” she said. “If you want to.”

Genesis relaxed at the permission, leaning into her touch as the rain-damp quiet of the house settled around them, the evening stretching open without pressure. Her hands wandered over Aurora’s thighs, up her back, as she pulled her closer and tipped her head forward, nuzzling into Aurora’s breasts. She smelled floral and comforting in a way that made Genesis’s shoulders finally drop.

Aurora wrapped her arms around her, pressing a kiss into the crown of her head, her hands moving slowly along Genesis’s back. A low hum slipped from Genesis’s throat before she even realized she’d made the sound. She tilted her face up, meeting Aurora’s eyes.

“Or…” she said, hopeful. “We could go upstairs instead?”

Aurora smiled and lifted both thumbs to Genesis’s brow, massaging gently until Genesis’s eyes fluttered, a shiver rolling through her at the touch.

“We will tonight,” Aurora said, calm and certain. “First dinner.”

She kissed Genesis’s head one last time before shifting out of her lap. Genesis stood reluctantly, still holding her hand, not quite ready to let go.

“Let me get some money,” Aurora said.

She crossed to her purse, pulled out two twenties, and scribbled a short list on the back of an envelope before handing it over.

Aurora hesitated, studying her. “You don’t want me to come with you? Are you sure?”

Genesis smirked. “Of course I do. Just not to the grocery store.”

Aurora scoffed and tilted her head, leaning in for a quick kiss.

Genesis lifted a brow, lips curving as she felt Aurora’s breath brush her cheek, the closeness lingering. “I’ve got this. It’s no big deal.”

Aurora laughed and walked her to the door. “Okay. Call me if you get lost.”

“I will not call you,” Genesis said, already grinning. “I will figure it out on my own.”

Aurora didn’t argue—just offered a warm, knowing smile as she stood in the doorway.

Genesis stepped outside into the cool early evening, the light still lingering, the lake air brushing against her skin. She glanced back and waved; Aurora waved in return.

“I’ve got this,” Genesis said.

“You do.” Aurora’s voice was gentle, certain. “I know you can. But call me if you need anything at all, okay?”

“I love you.”

“Love you.”

Genesis headed toward her car in the driveway, heart light, nerves buzzing pleasantly at the thought of later—of coming back, of being welcomed. Warm. To that place of safety where she could be herself. Where she could be little, if she wanted.

She started the car and backed out slowly, Aurora still watching from the doorway. The tires bumped gently along the uneven driveway before meeting the dirt road beyond.

It was only five o’clock.

Plenty of time.

***

Thirty minutes later, Genesis stood frozen in the aisle between canned goods and baking supplies, her cart angled awkwardly, one wheel turned out like it wanted to escape.

She wasn’t sure how long she’d been standing there.

At first, the grocery store had been fine. Bright, orderly. Familiar enough. She’d followed the list, placed things carefully into the cart, even felt a small, private pride at how normal it all felt. Like she was doing something ordinary. Something adult.

Then the noise crept in.

The hum of the refrigerators. A child crying somewhere near the front. The sharp beep of a scanner a few aisles over. Her sense of time thinned, stretched—like someone had pulled the edges too far apart. She blinked, staring at a row of boxed cake mixes, suddenly unsure why she was there.

Her chest felt tight. Her hands were cold.

Okay, she told herself. It’s fine. You’re fine. You just need to check out.

But the thought slid right through her, not sticking.

She looked down at her phone like it had appeared out of nowhere in her hand.

Aurora.

Genesis swallowed hard and hit call before she could talk herself out of it.

It rang once.

“Hey,” Aurora said immediately, calm and warm, like she’d been waiting. “What’s going on, sweetheart?”

The sound of her voice cracked something open in Genesis’s chest.

“I—” She stopped, breath hitching. “I think I messed up. I was fine and now I’m not. I don’t… I don’t know where I am.”

“That’s okay,” Aurora said gently. “You’re in the grocery store, right?”

Genesis nodded, even though Aurora couldn’t see her. “Yeah. I think so. I’m by—” She turned in a slow circle. “Baking stuff? Or maybe soup. Everything looks the same.”

“That’s alright,” Aurora said. “You don’t have to figure anything out right now. I’m here. Can you feel the cart handle under your hands?”

Genesis wrapped her fingers around the metal bar, grounding herself in the cool solidity of it. “Yeah.”

“Good,” Aurora said. “Just stay right there for a second. Take a breath with me.”

They breathed together. Slow. Counted. Aurora’s voice stayed steady in her ear, strong and calm.

“Do you see the front of the store?” Aurora asked after a moment.

Genesis lifted her head. The glowing sign. The self-checkout lights blinking green. “Yeah.”

“Okay. When you’re ready, I want you to push the cart toward the self-checkout. You don’t have to rush. I’ll stay right here.”

Genesis nodded again and started walking, the cart rattling over the tile.

“You’re doing great,” Aurora said. “I’m really proud of you.”

That made Genesis’s eyes burn.

The checkout was a blur—scanning, bagging, muscle memory carrying her through. She fumbled once, hands shaking, but Aurora talked her through it, never once sounding frustrated or concerned.

By the time Genesis slid into the driver’s seat and closed the door, she felt wrung out. Like she’d run a mile without moving.

“I’m in the car,” she said quietly.

Her phone connected to the car’s Bluetooth automatically, Aurora’s voice suddenly fuller, surrounding her.

“I know,” Aurora said. “You can sit there for a minute if you need to.”

Genesis rested her forehead against the steering wheel. “I feel stupid.”

Aurora’s voice stayed warm and steady. “You’re not stupid, Genesis. A lot just happened,” she said. “We don’t have to make sense of it right now.”

The drive home was quiet. Aurora stayed on the line the whole time, pointing out potential upcoming landmarks when Genesis hesitated, reminding her to breathe when the road narrowed.

When Genesis finally pulled into the driveway, her hands were shaking again—but this time from relief.

Aurora was already waiting in the doorway.

Genesis barely made it inside before Aurora wrapped her arms around her, firm and steady, pressing her cheek to the side of Genesis’s head. The house smelled warm—familiar. Safe.

“It’s okay,” Aurora murmured. “I’ve got you.”

Genesis leaned into her, the tension finally spilling out of her body in a shaky exhale.

Near the couch, Catherine sat surrounded by blocks and other toys, a cartoon at low volume on the TV. She glanced up, delighted, and banged two blocks together.

Aurora guided Genesis to the couch and sat with her, Genesis tucked in close, Aurora’s arm wrapped around her shoulders.

After a few minutes, Genesis shifted, then sat up. She stood and reached for the grocery bags by the door, lifting them with a small, self-conscious laugh as she peeked inside.

“I think I forgot something.”

She dug through the bags, pausing. “Garlic. I forgot the garlic.”

Aurora smiled and stood, crossing the room to take the bag from her.

“That’s okay,” she said easily. “I’ve got dried garlic in the pantry.”

Genesis looked at her, eyes still glassy. “You’re not mad?”

Aurora chuckled. “Sweetheart, no.”

She carried the bags to the kitchen and set them on the counter. Then she came back, pulling Genesis gently into her arms, rubbing slow, steady circles into her back.

“You did a hard thing,” Aurora said quietly. “And you came home. That’s what matters.”

Genesis nodded, sinking into her, breathing slowly, letting the world come back into focus.

After a while, Aurora spoke again—open, patient. “If you want to tell me what it felt like, you can. And if you don’t, that’s okay too.”

Genesis rested her head against Aurora’s shoulder, watching Catherine stack blocks on the floor and knock them over again, laughing every time.

“Maybe later,” she murmured.

Aurora kissed her temple. “Whenever you’re ready.”

They stood together, and Genesis followed Aurora into the kitchen, careful and quiet. Aurora pulled out the groceries and a cutting board, setting things out with ease. Genesis climbed onto one of the cushioned stools at the island, tucking her feet onto the rung, watching.

They talked while Aurora chopped—vegetables hitting the board in a steady rhythm, beans and corn added to a bowl, olive oil and spices sprinkled without measuring.

“Have you talked to any of your friends lately? Your gaming friends.” Aurora asked.

Genesis shrugged. “No, I don’t really. Not unless I’m actually gaming.”

Aurora nodded, tossing the vegetables once more. “Why don’t we get your gaming area set up after dinner?”

Genesis hesitated. “I don’t know. I don’t really want to be in your space like that. It kind of… clashes with the vibe you have going here.”

Aurora laughed. “No, it won’t. And we can set it up in the reading room. For privacy—not because of clashing.”

Genesis smiled, unconvinced. “Maybe.”

She glanced down at her phone and sent a quick message to the group chat.

Anyone gaming tonight?

A moment later, a reply popped up.

Bobby: Yup, I’m on.

Genesis stared at it, thumb hovering. She’d never gamed with just Bobby before—never one-on-one. She left the message on read, nerves buzzing with the thought that they might not have anything to talk about.

Dinner finished cooking not long after. Aurora lifted Catherine into her high chair, setting out small pieces of food while Genesis watched, the domestic rhythm soothing in its ordinariness. Every so often, Aurora reached over to gently guide Catherine’s attention back to her food or wiped her face with a napkin, careful and practiced.

“How’s your mom doing?” Genesis asked, chewing on a green bean. “I haven’t seen her since the weekend.”

“Good,” Aurora said. “Busy. She has a show coming up at the end of the month.”

They ate, talking about small things—the weather, the lake, nothing that asked too much. Afterward, Aurora asked again, lightly, “Do you want to set up your gaming space?”

Genesis checked her phone once more, then shook her head. “Maybe tomorrow. We don’t need to tonight.”

“Okay,” Aurora said easily.

When they finished Aurora cleared the plates and put them in the sink.

She started wiping down the counter. As she moved to the sink, Genesis stepped in close, resting her hand briefly at Aurora’s waist before opening the dishwasher.

“You don’t need to do that,” Aurora said.

Genesis gathered the plates anyway, sliding them into place. She glanced over at Aurora. “I know.”

She added another plate. “But I want to.”

Aurora didn’t stop her. She watched for a moment, then smiled and moved back toward the table.

“All done?” Aurora asked.

Catherine giggled in response. Aurora lifted her from the highchair and carried her upstairs. Before long, the sounds of splashing bathwater and baby chatter drifted faintly back down into the kitchen as Genesis worked steadily at the sink.

The sink emptied. The last plate slid into the rack with a click, the water shut off, the kitchen settling into quiet. Genesis dried her hands on the towel and folded it neatly, smoothing the edge like it mattered.

She stood there motionless for a few moments, chest tight in that familiar way. The house was calm now—too calm. The kind of calm that made space for thoughts she didn’t like sitting with.

She didn’t like the grocery store incident earlier. The way she’d frozen. The way Aurora had stepped in so easily, like it was nothing, like Genesis hadn’t failed some invisible test. Shame lingered anyway, low and persistent, twisting itself into resolve.

I won’t do that again, she told herself. I’ll be better. Stronger. More useful.

She slipped on her hoodie and stepped out onto the porch.

The night air was cool, the lake stretched dark and glassy beyond the railing. Stars scattered overhead, the moon low and bright enough to paint a pale path across the water. Genesis rested her forearms on the wood and breathed, slow and steady, letting the quiet soak into her bones.

She tried to make sense of it—this life, this house, Aurora. Tried to understand the rules she must be missing.

Aurora didn’t need her help. Didn’t need her money. Didn’t even seem to expect her to contribute in the way Genesis understood contribution. It left her unmoored, like she’d shown up to a job without a description.

Why keep her here, then?

What was the catch?

The porch door creaked behind her.

“What are you doing out here?” Aurora asked, voice low, curious rather than concerned.

Genesis glanced back. Aurora stood barefoot in the doorway, hair damp and loose around her shoulders, sleeves pushed up her forearms. She looked relaxed in a way Genesis didn’t think she ever could be.

“Just… getting some air,” Genesis said. “I wanted to make sure everything was done.”

Aurora leaned against the doorframe, studying her. “Everything is done.”

Genesis nodded, eyes drifting back to the water. “I know. I just—” She hesitated, then shrugged. “I like to keep busy.”

Aurora stepped closer, stopping beside her at the railing. For a moment, neither of them spoke. The lake lapped gently below, the night wide and patient around them.

“You don’t have to do any chores, just be here with me,” Aurora said gently.

Genesis swallowed. “I know.”

But she didn’t. Not really.

She turned then, taking Aurora in properly, the porch light catching the gentle curve of her face. “You look beautiful,” Genesis said quietly. It wasn’t strategic. It was just true.

Aurora’s expression softened, something warm flickering in her eyes. She reached out, brushing her thumb along Genesis’s knuckles.

“Come inside,” Aurora said. “You don’t have to stand out here alone.”

Genesis nodded and followed her back into the house. The door closed behind them with a quiet finality, sealing out the night.

In the hallway, Genesis leaned in without thinking and kissed Aurora—slow, gentle, certain. Aurora kissed her back just as easily, hands settling at Genesis’s waist like they belonged there.

For now, Genesis let herself believe this was enough.

That if she figured everything out quickly—how to help, how to contribute, how to never be a burden—she could stay.

She followed Aurora deeper into the house, heart steadying, already planning how to do better tomorrow.


Chapter Two

Upstairs, Aurora settled herself at the center of the bed and lifted her chin in a quiet invitation. Genesis climbed in between her legs without comment, the movement easy and familiar. They were both freshly washed—faces clean, teeth brushed, bodies tucked into soft, worn T-shirts that smelled faintly of soap and warmth.

Aurora’s fingers found Genesis’s hair almost immediately. She worked through it in slow, practiced strokes, the bristles whispering against her scalp. Genesis’s shoulders loosened as she closed her eyes, breathing evening out as she let herself drift into the sensation.

“What are you in the mood for tonight?” Aurora asked quietly. “Music, or TV?”

Genesis turned slightly just enough to look back at her. “Music,” she said after a moment. “But nothing with words. Just… instrumental.”

Aurora hummed, reaching for her phone on the nightstand. A few taps later, swelling strings filled the room—cinematic and expansive, the kind of music that seemed to stretch the air around them.

“That’s pretty epic,” Genesis murmured.

Aurora smiled to herself and kept brushing.

Genesis shifted, rolling onto her side and then turning fully so she could settle with her head resting in Aurora’s lap. She looked up at her from there, lashes heavy, expression open and unguarded.

Aurora’s smile softened. She set the brush aside and began to massage Genesis’s face instead, her fingertips tracing slow, measured paths along her brows, her temples, the gentle line of her jaw. Genesis murmured quietly at the touch.

She reached up and caught one of Aurora’s hands, pressing her lips to the center of her palm before lacing their fingers together. The gesture lingered—sweet, affectionate.

After a moment, Genesis shifted, sitting up to face Aurora fully. She leaned in, capturing Aurora's lips in a kiss that was tender from the start, Genesis leading as Aurora met her halfway. Genesis's hands slid up Aurora's back as their mouths met again and again—slow, familiar, full of warmth.

“Come here,” Aurora murmured, guiding them both further up the bed and beneath the blankets.

Genesis wrapped herself around Aurora, her hands lightly grazing Aurora's breasts through the fabric of her shirt. The urge to ask if she could suck on them settled in her chest, but shyness held her back.

“Are you wearing a bra?” she whispered against Aurora's neck.

Aurora nodded, giggling. “Yes, I always wear a sports bra. Silly.”

A small sigh escaped Genesis's lips. They kissed again, Genesis's hands wandering over Aurora's waist before drifting back up to her breasts, a faint sound of disappointment slipping out. Aurora broke away from the kiss, her expression gentle.

“Why don't you tell me what you really want, sweetie?”

Heat bloomed across Genesis's face. “Milkies,” she admitted quietly. “But I don't want you to feel like you have to if you're sore.”

“Baby,” Aurora murmured, “I would tell you if I'm sore. You can always ask me. I won't ever be mad.”

Genesis's voice dropped even lower. “I want milk, Mommy. Please?”

Aurora smiled, her fingers hooking under the hem of her shirt and sports bra, lifting them together in one slow, easy motion. The fabric bunched up above her breasts as they spilled free, and Genesis didn't hesitate, lowering her head to take one into her mouth. She settled against Aurora's warmth, the soft weight of Aurora's breast in her hands as she began to suckle, her cheeks growing pink as the heat between her legs bloomed, slow and insistent.

Aurora's fingers combed through Genesis's hair, brushing it back from her forehead. A low hum came from Aurora's chest, the sound vibrating against Genesis's cheek.

“You're hungry, aren't you little one?” Aurora murmured.

Genesis nodded, looking up at her, her eyes wide and trusting. She kneaded Aurora's breast with one hand, the other drifting down to curve over Aurora's hip, her fingers pressing into the smooth skin there.

Aurora's hand covered hers, stilling the movement. “No, sweetheart. You need to eat first.”

Genesis pouted but continued, her mouth working rhythmically, her breath slowing as the need inside her began to settle, replaced by a quiet, contented warmth.

“Do you need anything else from me?” Aurora asked after a moment.

Genesis pulled away with a wet sound, her lips parted and glistening. She looked up at Aurora through heavy lashes, her voice barely a whisper. “Please, Mommy. Need your fingers.”

Aurora smiled, her thumb stroking Genesis's cheek. “I'm proud of you for using your words, baby. Thank you for telling me.”

Genesis nodded as Aurora shifted, her hand moving lower, trailing gently over Genesis's belly. Genesis rolled onto her back without hesitation, spreading her legs wide in invitation. “Will you talk to me and tell me what you need?” Aurora murmured, her fingers hovering feather-light over the fabric of Genesis's underwear.

Genesis moaned against Aurora's nipple, nodding. “Yes, Mommy. I will.”

Aurora's hand slipped lower, her fingers moving slowly over the softness between Genesis's thighs, under the hem of her boxers. “Will you tell me if you want me to stop?” Aurora asked, her voice dropping lower.

Genesis pulled away from Aurora's breast just enough to meet her eyes, their lips parting for a tender kiss. “Of course.” They kissed again, deeper this time.

Aurora delicately parted Genesis's folds, her fingers exploring gently before circling her clit. Genesis whimpered, bringing Aurora's other breast to her lips.

Aurora adjusted her position, her elbow resting beside Genesis's head as her thumb stroked Genesis's cheek. Her face hovered close above Genesis's, their eyes locking as Genesis continued to suck strongly. Aurora's movements were deliberate—gentle, loving circles around Genesis's clit.

“Like this?” Aurora asked, her touch firm and rhythmic.

Genesis whined. “Yes.”

When Aurora's fingers circled her entrance, Genesis tensed slightly. “I don't need to go in tonight,” she whispered.

Genesis felt that familiar pressure—that she should allow Aurora to do more, that she should want more—but Aurora seemed to understand. “This is about what you need,” she murmured. “Seeing you enjoy yourself is what I truly want.”

Genesis nodded, bucking against Aurora's fingers. “Maybe not tonight then?”

“That's my good girl,” Aurora whispered, her lips brushing tender kisses across Genesis's cheeks and fluttering eyelids. “You're being so brave for Mommy.” Genesis whined into Aurora's neck, hips rocking in rhythm with Aurora's fingers. The pleasure built steadily, coiling deep in her belly. When it released, she came with a sharp gasp, body arching as waves of pleasure washed over her. Aurora held her close through the trembling, murmuring praise into her ear. “There you go, baby. That's it. You did so well for Mommy.”

When she finally stilled, Genesis grabbed Aurora and pulled her into a passionate kiss, her movements urgent now.

“Can I go down on you?” Aurora murmured when they parted. “Only if you want.”

Genesis hesitated, the familiar jolt of embarrassment rushing up. “Uh, I do but I smell bad.”

Aurora smiled, bringing her fingers to her nose before licking them clean, Genesis gasping as she watched. “No, you smell good. And you taste amazing, as usual.”

Genesis was bashful despite the warmth spreading through her. “Yes, I would like that. But...”

“But what?”

“Can we try doing it together? Like...” Genesis trailed off, unable to say it.

Aurora laid back, her hands massaging Genesis's back as a smile played on her lips. “Like... 69?”

Genesis nodded, “I want to please you, Mommy.

“We can,” Aurora said easily, as if it were the most natural thing in the world. “But we need to talk about something first.”

Genesis looked at her expectantly.

“You've gone down on me before,” Aurora said. “And while I love it, I want you to know you don't need to make me come. We can try it for a minute, and you can stop before your tongue starts hurting. Okay?”

Genesis's eyes lit up. “Okay. I will.”

“Wait,” Genesis whispered, pulling back just enough to speak, their lips still brushing. The hesitation was fleeting before she leaned in again, kissing Aurora deeply, slowly, savoring the way Aurora's mouth moved against hers.

Genesis shifted, guiding Aurora to lie back on the bed before settling over her. The kiss deepened, Genesis's hands slid under Aurora's shirt, which had drifted back down to cover her again. Her palms flattened against the warm skin of her stomach. She wanted to feel all of her, to map the familiar terrain that still somehow felt new each time.

“Can we take this fully off?”

Aurora nodded, her lips parted slightly, and Genesis reached for the hem of her shirt. Together they worked it up and over Aurora's head, the fabric catching for a moment in her hair before Genesis gently freed it, their fingers tangling briefly as they did. Then the sports bra followed, which was still bunched above her breasts. Aurora arched her back to help Genesis pull it free. When Aurora's breasts and belly were fully exposed, the sight sent a fresh jolt straight through Genesis—sharp, electric, the air suddenly thicker between them. She ground instinctively against the air and leaned down to kiss Aurora. Aurora sighed into the kiss, arching slightly as Genesis's fingers traced the waistband of her panties, teasing the elastic. Genesis looked up, eyes questioning.

Aurora nodded, her expression open, encouraging.

Genesis's hand slipped beneath the fabric, exploring the curls there. She watched Aurora's face as she found the growing wetness, as Aurora's breath hitched at the contact. Genesis leaned down, taking Aurora's breast into her mouth again, the rhythmic sucking a comforting anchor as her fingers began to move.

She'd been doing research—reading articles late at night when Aurora was asleep, studying diagrams and techniques, memorizing patterns. She wanted to be good at this, to know exactly how to make Aurora feel good, to be able to give her pleasure the way Aurora gave it to her so effortlessly.

Genesis pulled away from Aurora's breast, her voice quiet but firm. “Can I... actually, can I just go down on you?”

Aurora's fingers traced through Genesis's hair. “You don't want me to—”

“I do,” Genesis interrupted gently. “But not tonight. Please, just let me make you feel good?”

Aurora's smile was warm. “Okay.”

After a few more kisses, Genesis shifted, urging Aurora back fully again. She started to peel off Aurora's panties before stopping abruptly.

“Wait, you need a pillow.” Genesis scrambled to grab one, tucking it under Aurora's head with a determined expression, “And probably should take off my glasses.”

She took them off and set them on the bedside table.

Aurora watched her, amusement dancing in her eyes. “What are you planning, sweetheart?”

“I think I know how you'll come while I eat you out,” Genesis said, her cheeks flushing. “Just... go with me on this.”

“Okay,” Aurora said, intrigued.

“I want you to... suck on your nipple. And play with your boobs. The way I do.”

Genesis held her breath as Aurora's eyebrows rose. “You want me to suck on my own nipple?”

“Yes,” Genesis whispered. “And I think I might come just watching you do that. We'll both enjoy it.”

Aurora's expression softened, her hand coming up to cup her own breast. “Is this what you want?”

“Yes,” Genesis breathed. “Very much.”

Aurora nodded. “Okay.”

Genesis settled between Aurora's legs, positioning herself carefully. She parted Aurora's folds with gentle fingers, revealing the sensitive, wet skin beneath. Aurora watched her, eyes dark and perhaps even a little nervous.

Genesis began to lick and suck, trying to remember the techniques she'd studied—the patterns, the pressure points, the ways to build sensation. Aurora let out a moan, her hips shifting slightly. She looked down at Genesis with wide eyes and then slowly let her head fall back.

Genesis watched intently, adjusting her approach based on Aurora's reactions. As Genesis continued her thorough exploration, Aurora's hands came up to massage her own breasts, thumbs circling the hardened nipples.

The sight made Genesis squeeze her own legs together, pressure quickly building inside. She paused, breathing raggedly for a moment against Aurora’s clit before continuing her attention.

“Are you okay?” Aurora asked, her voice thick and worried.

Genesis nodded against her skin without lifting her head.

“Okay,” Aurora whispered, her breath catching as Genesis resumed her movements.

Then Aurora brought one breast to her own mouth, wrapping her lips around the nipple and beginning to suck.

The visual—Aurora pleasuring herself while Genesis pleasured her—sent another strong jolt through Genesis. She redoubled her efforts, tongue working against Aurora's clit with renewed focus. Genesis's hand found Aurora's hip, and Aurora reached down to squeeze her hand, her breath coming in pants and small murmurs.

Aurora switched to her other nipple, her movements growing more urgent as Genesis watched, transfixed. Genesis licked harder, faster, the pattern she'd learned online coming back to her again. Aurora began to pant and whine, small droplets of milk trickling down her chin.

The sight pushed Genesis over the edge. She cried out against Aurora's pussy as her orgasm hit, the vibrations of her moans sending Aurora tumbling after her. Aurora came with a sharp cry, her body arching before she caught herself. She never seemed to want to be too loud with the baby just down the hall.

She squeezed Genesis's hands at her hips as her breathing grew deep and full as if riding the sensation while Genesis continued to lap gently at her until Aurora stilled, breathing heavily in the quiet room.

Genesis crawled on top of Aurora, settling her weight carefully, like she was finding the exact right place to rest. Aurora lay beneath her, bare and warm, while Genesis remained in her shirt and boxers, palms braced on either side of her shoulders. They kissed slowly, lazily—soft presses that broke apart just long enough for them to look at each other again. Aurora’s hands came up to squeeze and rub Genesis’s ass firmly, lovingly.

Aurora’s eyes were heavy and content, her mouth curved in that small, private smile Genesis loved most.

“I love you,” Genesis said, the words slipping out easily.

“I love you,” Aurora whispered back, brushing a kiss along Genesis’s jaw.

They kissed again and again, Genesis dropping her forehead to Aurora’s, breathing her in. For a moment they just stayed like that, touching without needing anything more.

“Now,” Genesis said after a beat, half-teasing, half-hopeful, “I want you to ride the strap.”

Aurora laughed and glanced toward the clock on the nightstand. Ten o’clock glowed back at them.

“Not tonight,” she said gently, lifting a hand to Genesis’s cheek. “We have to go to bed, honey. I’ve got a client right in the morning.”

Genesis groaned playfully, letting her weight sink a little more, their hips aligned. “Aww. What about tomorrow?”

Aurora smiled, thumb coming up to trace slow circles along her jaw. “Maybe.”

That seemed to satisfy her. Genesis pressed one last kiss to Aurora’s mouth before rolling off her and offering a hand. They moved through the bathroom together—quiet, familiar, rinsing and wiping down with easy teamwork and teasing remarks murmured under their breath.

“Where’d all that come from?”

“I did good?” Genesis said looking at her in the mirror, smirking.

“Uh, yes? Do you need to ask?”

“Yes I do. I need to hear it.”

They giggled and hugged, walking clumsily, arms wrapped around each other back to the bed.

By the time they lay down, the house had gone fully still, enough to hear the trees swaying outside.

Genesis settled on her back, tugging the blankets up, and Aurora curled into her side, skin warm against Genesis. Aurora’s arm draped over her, hand resting securely at Genesis’s waist, grounding them both.

Aurora tucked her face into Genesis’s shoulder, sighing contentedly.

“Sweet dreams,” she murmured.

Genesis pressed a kiss into her hair. “Goodnight. See you in dreamland.”

She felt the laughter against her skin.

They fell asleep wrapped together like that, the day finally finished, nothing left to do but rest.

***

Sandra’s footsteps sounded on the porch.

Genesis stood in the kitchen while Aurora talked softly to Catherine, who was still finishing breakfast in her high chair. Genesis leaned back against the counter, towel forgotten in her hands, and for a moment considered retreating to the laundry room.

“You okay?”

Aurora was looking at her now.

“Yeah,” Genesis said chuckling nervously, pushing up her glasses. “Why?”

Aurora tilted her head. “You look a little scared, honey.”

Before Genesis could answer, the screen door slid open.

“Mornin’,” Sandra called easily as she stepped inside. Her gray hair was in a low knot today, wearing a worn flannel, Carhartt pants and boots.

Aurora paused after turning the sink off, the highlights in her hair catching the early sun through the kitchen window. “Morning, Mom.”

There was a particular rhythm to Sandra’s arrivals—laid back, confident, like the house already knew how to make space for her.

“Here to pick up my granddaughter,” Sandra said, her voice carrying comfortably through the kitchen.

Genesis straightened automatically, trying to look relaxed. She wasn’t.

Sandra crossed the room and lifted Catherine from the highchair, settling her easily on her hip. She glanced over and smiled when she spotted Genesis.

“Hey,” she said, warm and direct. “Morning, Genesis.”

Genesis nodded, managing a small smile. “Hi.”

Aurora watched the exchange, subtle as ever. She always did.

Sandra pressed a kiss into Catherine’s hair. “Ready for another big day, bug?”

Catherine squealed, kicking her legs.

“I was thinking of working outside today,” Sandra went on, glancing between them. “The light’s good. You’re welcome to come over if you want, Genesis. Paint, draw, or just sit on the porch. No pressure.”

Genesis’s chest tightened in that familiar way. “Oh—uh—thanks,” she said, her face warming.

Sandra didn’t push. She never did. She just smiled again, as if the invitation could wait as long as it needed to.

“Alright,” Aurora said, stepping forward. “We’ll see you later.”

She handed over Catherine’s bag and brushed a kiss across her daughter’s hair. “Have fun with Grammy, okay?”

Catherine waved enthusiastically as Sandra carried her out, the screen door sliding shut behind them.

The house felt quieter immediately.

Aurora turned toward Genesis, studying her with gentle curiosity. “How are you feeling?”

Genesis shrugged, pulling down her striped shirt. “Fine.”

Aurora tilted her head. “You seem a little anxious.”

Genesis hesitated, then sighed. “I’m not anxious. I just… feel a little uncomfortable around your mom sometimes. Maybe more today, for whatever reason.”

Aurora nodded, encouraging. “Why do you think that is?”

Genesis lowered her voice even though they were alone. “A few reasons. One—she’s your mom, and I don’t want to say the wrong thing. And two…” She made a face, almost a grimace. “I’m literally… with her daughter. Like, making love to. And she knows that. It’s a little awkward.”

Aurora blinked—then laughed, surprised and warm. “Oh.”

Genesis looked up at her. “What?”

“That makes perfect sense,” Aurora said, smiling. “You don’t need to worry about that, though. It’ll get easier, trust me.”

“Maybe,” Genesis said, unconvinced.

Aurora reached out, brushing her thumb along Genesis’s hand. “She likes you, you know. She told me. She said you’re good for me.”

Genesis’s eyes widened slightly. “She did?”

“She did.” Aurora smiled. “Maybe sometime you could take her up on the painting thing.”

Genesis grimaced gently. “I don’t know. I’m not the best artist. And I don’t know if I’m really feeling up for it anymore.”

“That’s okay,” Aurora said easily. “You could even just go over for a few minutes and come back. Or not. She really means no pressure, okay?”

That helped. Genesis nodded.

They had breakfast together—yogurt and fruit, eaten slowly while Aurora wiped down the high chair and rinsed dishes. Afterward, Genesis leaned in for a kiss, held her close, then pulled her back for another until Aurora laughed against her mouth.

“Do you have a plan for today?” Aurora asked. “Or are you just going to enjoy the lake? Either’s fine.”

Genesis shrugged. “I don’t know. I might game. Unless that would be rude while you work.”

Aurora smiled. “It’s not rude. I’m not just going to work—I go to a career I’ve chosen. You’re allowed to explore yourself now that you have time.”

Genesis’s chest warmed at that. “Okay. I might read. Or look at jobs.”

“Whatever you want, sweetheart,” Aurora said. “I think you should game with your friends this morning.”

They kissed once more before Aurora headed toward her office, leaving the house settled and quiet—maybe a little too open for Genesis’s liking.

***

Genesis headed up to the reading room, where her monitor and gaming equipment sat tucked against the wall. She unfolded her metal desk and set up her laptop with quiet efficiency, movements aware and hesitant.

She sent a quick message to the group chat.

Anyone on?

No reply came.

Instead, she snapped a picture of the reading room shelves and sent it to Sherry, lingering on a thick paperback with a green spine.

Maine Field Guide, it read.

Curious, Genesis pulled it down and flipped through, the pages smooth and well-worn. She perched on the arm of a chair for a moment, skimming sketches, photographs, and notes, then drifted outside with the book still open in her hands.

The lake glittered at the edge of the trees. Sunlight filtered through the leaves, warm on her shoulders, and she found herself reading as she walked, slowing to compare the drawings to what grew along the path.

“Red stems,” she murmured to herself, crouching near a low plant. “Blue to black berries… toxic.”

She tilted her head thoughtfully and slowed, tucking the little field guide between her knees while she tied her long dark hair into a ponytail, sweat beading at the back of her neck. She opened the book again, stopping every so often to kneel down.

“Rounded leaves,” she murmured, crouching near the plant. “Soft stem… not fuzzy. Edible.”
She frowned at the guide, then squinted at the plant. That could mean a lot of things.

Yeah. I’m not eating that.

Genesis continued on and, without really meaning to, wandered farther down the trail, following a narrow curve toward Sandra’s place. She looked up just in time to realize where she was—close enough to see, but not close enough to be seen.

She spotted her on the porch right away.

Sandra sat on a small stool with a large sheet of paper spread across her lap, completely absorbed, charcoal or pencil moving steadily. Catherine sat nearby with a small pile of blocks, knocking them together with delighted focus.

Genesis’s heart kicked. She slowed, then stopped.

For half a second she considered stepping forward—just waving, just saying hi—but the thought tightened her chest. Instead, she turned around and walked back into the trees, too quickly, her steps uneven, embarrassed at herself.

She took a different path, circling wide until the lake came back into view behind Aurora’s house. She stopped again, breathing, then looked back down at the book.

“Okay,” she said quietly, like she was resetting herself. “Vetch… small purple flowers… likes open ground.”

She scanned the edge of the yard, then smiled when she found a patch that matched the description almost perfectly. That felt like a small victory.

By lunchtime, she stepped back inside, cheeks warm from the sun. Aurora glanced up from the sink.

“Oh there you are, Genesis. Want some leftovers?”

“Yeah,” Genesis said. “That’d be good. I can get it.”

“Let me,” Aurora said easily, already moving to the fridge. She set plates together, then looked back at her. “Were you outside this whole time?”

“Pretty much,” Genesis said. “I was looking at plants.”

Aurora slid a plate into the microwave, then came over and brushed her fingers gently along Genesis’s cheek and tapped her nose. “You got a little sunburn. I’ll grab some sunscreen for you after lunch.”

Genesis smiled. “Oh really? It’s been really fun. As crazy as it sounds. I never even thought of doing something like this.”

“I’m glad,” Aurora said. Then, gently, “Did you check for ticks?”

Genesis blinked. “No, I didn’t know I had to.”

Aurora smiled and stepped closer. “May I?”

Genesis nodded. Aurora’s hands moved quickly and confidently along her arms, behind her ears, and near her waistband, practiced and thorough. “They like to hide.”

Genesis shivered, half laughing. “Good to know.”

“You’re fine, no ticks,” Aurora said, voice low.

They ate the leftovers on the couch, curled together, the lake visible through the windows. The house felt calm—held.

“We should go hiking sometime,” Aurora said quietly. “If you want to.”

Genesis smiled and settled closer. “I’d like that.”

They lingered on the couch afterward, kissing lazily, arms wrapped around each other, nothing rushed. Genesis traced idle patterns along Aurora’s sleeve, content to stay exactly where she was.

“Busy day?” Genesis asked.

“A little,” Aurora murmured. She leaned in, resting her forehead briefly against Genesis’s. “Being with you makes it feel lighter.”

Genesis huffed a small, disbelieving laugh. “I don’t know about that.”

Aurora smiled against her mouth. “You do! I promise.”

They folded back into each other after that, quiet and close, the kind of hug that didn’t need fixing or explaining.

Around one o’clock, Aurora shifted and stood, disappearing down the hall. She came back a moment later with a bottle of sunscreen.

“Come here,” she said gently.

Aurora spread the sunscreen carefully over Genesis’s nose, her cheeks, her arms—gentle, attentive. When she finished, she pressed a kiss into Genesis’s hair, lingering there for just a beat.

“I should get back,” Aurora whispered.

“Okay, that’s fine, see you soon.”

They kissed again and then Aurora headed back to her office, leaving Genesis warm, grounded, and just a little braver than she’d been that morning

Genesis hadn’t looked at the time in ages, walking the property and just beyond onto the wooded dirt roads. She noticed it only when the light shifted, the sun dipping lower, turning the lake a lighter shade of gold. She closed the field guide and started back up the road toward Aurora’s house, the book tucked loosely under her arm.

Halfway there, she cut through a thin stand of trees and came out into the backyard.

The lake stretched out just beyond the grass. Near the shore, a small boat drifted slowly, oars resting as someone hummed—muffled, off-key, and content. The sound carried in pieces over the water.

Genesis squinted.

Sandra.

She was closer than Genesis expected, close enough now that Sandra looked up and caught sight of her. For a split second, Genesis froze. Then, feeling suddenly ridiculous for just standing there, she lifted her hand and waved.

Sandra didn’t wave back.

Genesis’s stomach dropped.

Oh no.

She thinks I’m weird.

Why did I wave like that? Was it too much? Too soon?

Aurora’s voice slipped into her head, calm and steady. Just wave again. She probably didn’t see you.

Genesis swallowed and lifted her hand once more, the motion smaller this time.

A beat passed.

Then Sandra laughed, the sound bright and unmistakable, and waved back with an exaggerated sweep of her arm.

Genesis laughed too, relief bubbling out of her before she could stop it. She shook her head at herself, turned toward the house, and headed inside—her heart lighter, the embarrassment already fading away.


Chapter Three

The next morning passed more smoothly.

Genesis still felt that familiar fear when Sandra arrived, but it didn’t spike the same way. She stayed in the kitchen, hands wrapped around a mug, nodding hello instead of hovering on the edges. Sandra smiled, Catherine babbled, and the exchange settled into something almost ordinary.

Aurora headed to the office not long after, kissing Genesis’s cheek and telling her she’d see her at lunch.

The rain rolled in midmorning—a drizzling, misty kind that blurred the trees and turned the lake gray and quiet. Genesis stayed inside, pulled on a worn hoodie and soft sweatpants, and curled up at the table with her phone.

She sent a message to the group chat.

Anyone on?

While she waited, Genesis opened a job site.

Grocery bagger.

Cashier.

Custodian.

She lingered on that last one longer than she meant to, thumb hovering as she scrolled through the listing again.

Early mornings. Empty buildings. Headphones in. No small talk. Just cleaning—floors, windows, quiet hallways. Predictable motion. It sounded… peaceful. Almost meditative.

She bookmarked it before she could overthink it, then closed the tab, unsure whether she’d ever actually come back to it.

Her phone buzzed on the table.

Bobby: Yup

Todd: I’m around

Genesis smiled despite the small knot of unease tightening in her chest. She exhaled, like she was stepping into cold water on purpose.

Upstairs, the reading room felt dimmer with the rain pressing against the windows. She powered on the console, the screen blooming to life in familiar colors, and slipped on her headphones. The startup chime settled something in her chest immediately—muscle memory, ritual, a space she knew how to exist in.

“Wow,” Bobby said the second Genesis connected. “Look who lives.”

Genesis leaned back in the chair, rolling her shoulders once. “Hey. Be nice. I’m emotionally fragile.”

Todd laughed through the mic. “Same.”

The lobby loaded. Her character dropped into the staging area, boots hitting virtual ground as the map rendered in sharp angles and muted colors. She nudged the controls, testing her aim, fingers already remembering what to do.

“So,” Bobby said, voice bright with curiosity, “you disappear for like ten years and suddenly you’re glowing. What happened?”

Genesis snorted, guiding her character toward a weapon spawn. “Nothing happened. Also, how would you know if I’m glowing? You can’t even see me.”

“I can hear it,” Bobby replied easily, voice raspy. “It’s a vibe.”

Outside, rain tapped steadily against the glass. Inside, gunfire cracked through the vortex in her headphones as the match began. Genesis moved automatically—ducking behind cover, lining up shots, adrenaline blooming in a way that felt familiar instead of overwhelming.

“Oh,” Bobby added casually, “Larissa’s been asking about you. Should I let her know you’re on or—”

“Absolutely not,” Genesis said immediately, a little too loud.

Bobby laughed. “Okay, okay. I’ll protect you.”

“Bobby, the fuckin’ hero over here,” Todd said, just as his character went down. “Damnit. They got me.”

Genesis winced in sympathy as his avatar collapsed. “RIP.”

Todd sighed theatrically. “Eh, I should go work a little bit. Wish me luck and great fortune, my friends.”

“Luck,” Bobby said.

“Bye, Todd,” Genesis added, her voice steady even as her nerves crept higher with the thought of being alone on the game. Well, alone with Bobby which may have never occurred before, as far as Genesis could remember.

Todd disconnected.

The match continued—just the two of them now. Genesis felt the absence immediately when Todd left. The space seemed even quieter, she realized, without Sherry’s usual chatter or Larissa’s brazen flirting. It was just her and Bobby, two people who, as far as Genesis knew, had nothing in common.

“Welp,” Bobby said after a beat. “Okay. He’s gone. What’s up?”

“What do you mean?” Genesis asked, laughing a little too quickly as she sprinted her character across open ground.

“Like,” Bobby said, unfazed, “do you still work at that café?”

Genesis blinked, surprised Bobby even remembered. Her fingers didn’t slow as she took out another player, the motion smooth and instinctive. “I actually quit. The café.”

“Oh,” Bobby said. “What’ve you been up to?”

“Bobby,” Genesis said, half-smiling, half-defensive, “why do you care?”

“Because you’re my friend?” Bobby replied, like it was obvious. “Duh. Us lesbians need to stick together, am I right? Speaking of which, you still with that smokin’ hot older woman?”

Genesis laughed. “Again, with that. I never told you what she looked like.”

“I just assumed.”

“She is very beautiful and amazing and perfect,” Genesis said, warmth creeping into her voice. “Her name’s Aurora. I’m actually staying with her.”

“Like… permanently?”

“I guess,” Genesis said. “For now.”

There was a pause. Bobby’s character crouched beside hers, both of them scanning the horizon.

“Wait,” Bobby said slowly. “Are you working?”

“Not currently.”

“…Does she make you pay rent?”

“No,” Genesis said. “But I’d like to.”

Bobby snorted. “So, you have a real-life sugar mommy.”

Genesis laughed out loud. “No. It’s not like that. She’s just… giving me time.”

“Well, shit,” Bobby said, not unkindly. “That’s kinda hot.”

They played on after that, the tension easing as the match stretched out—missed shots, shared laughter, small victories. Genesis felt herself relax, shoulders dropping, laughter coming easier than it had in days.

She didn’t notice Aurora at first.

It wasn’t until she felt the shift in the room—presence, warmth—that she glanced up and saw Aurora leaning in the doorway, arms folded loosely, watching her with an unreadable expression.

“Hey,” Genesis said into the mic. “I’ve gotta go.”

“Already?” Bobby asked. “Wow. Kicked to the curb.”

Genesis smiled. “Later, Bobby.”

She disconnected and pulled off her headphones, heart still racing faintly.

Aurora stepped closer, brows lifted.

Genesis blinked. “What?”

Aurora smiled slowly. “You’re just… really attractive when you talk to your friends. And, doing something you enjoy. I was listening for a bit. Sorry.”

Genesis giggled, cheeks warming, and followed Aurora out of the room, the rain still whispering against the windows behind them.

***

The next day, the three of them made their way down to the water, the path familiar now beneath Genesis’s feet. The air was warm but gentle, the sun bright without being harsh. At the edge of the lake, Aurora stopped and crouched, slipping a pair of small water shoes onto Catherine’s feet.

“It’s not quite warm enough to swim,” Aurora said, straightening. “But we can wade in a little. Just to see.”

She glanced at her phone. “I texted Mom—that we’ll be down here.”

They stepped into the water together, the lake cool around their ankles. Genesis sucked in a breath at the first touch.

“Oh—wow,” she said, laughing. “It’s kind of cold.”

Aurora smiled. “Cold, but not ocean cold, right?”

Genesis looked down, watching the sand shift beneath the surface at her feet, every ripple visible. “Right. It’s so clear.”

“I know,” Aurora said. “I don’t think I could swim in water I couldn’t see the bottom of.”

“That’s why I never liked lakes,” Genesis admitted. “But… this? I’ll try it.”

They stood there a moment longer, toes numbing slightly, Catherine squealing as the water lapped at her shoes. Not long after, Sandra appeared up the path, waving as she came closer.

They walked back toward the yard together, the grass warm again underfoot. Aurora scooped Catherine up, shifting her on her hip as they talked. Catherine twisted suddenly, reaching out with both hands toward Genesis.

Sandra laughed. “Well,” she said, amused, “I think Catherine wants Genesis to hold her, dear.”

Genesis’s mind went blank.

“I—” she said, then stopped. “I’ve actually never held her before.”

Aurora blinked, then grinned. “Oh. I guess you haven’t.” She looked at Genesis, gentle and unpressured. “Do you want to?”

Genesis swallowed. “Sure. I can try.”

Aurora guided Catherine into her arms, staying close. Genesis stiffened at first, then relaxed as Catherine settled, warm and solid against her chest. Catherine stared up at her, curious and calm.

“Oh,” Genesis breathed, surprised. “Hi.”

Catherine reached up and grabbed a loose strand of Genesis’s hair.

Sandra grinned. “See? Nothing to it.”

Genesis laughed, the sound full of something she hadn’t expected, and after a moment Sandra scooped Catherine up from her smoothly.

Aurora checked the time. “I have to head up to work.”

“Already?” Sandra asked.

Aurora nodded. “Yeah. We were thinking of going hiking this weekend.”

Sandra shook her head slightly. “I think it’s supposed to rain again. I was going to go out on the boat fishing but not now. Today is probably the last sunny day until Monday.”

Aurora made a face. “Figures. It’s been so cold and rainy this July.”

She leaned in and kissed Genesis quickly, softly. Then, after a pause that felt new, Genesis spoke.

“I could walk back with Sandra,” she said. The words surprised her as much as anyone.

Aurora’s expression eased instantly. “Yeah,” she said. “That’d be nice, I think.”

“Yup. Sure, I wouldn’t mind the company,” Sandra said smiling.

Genesis followed Sandra down the path toward her cabin, the conversation casual at first—weather, the lake, the quiet. Sandra stopped now and then to point things out.

“See that?” she said, gesturing to a low patch of green near the path. “That’s vetch. Comes back every year.”

Genesis nodded. “I’ve actually been reading a plant guide. It has vetch in it. Two types.”

“Oh really?” Sandra said, genuinely interested. “No kidding.”

They reached the yard and climbed the steps to the porch. Through the glass doors, Sandra pointed out a few paintings leaning against the wall—close studies of leaves and stems, petals rendered with careful attention.

“I like doing those,” Sandra said, shifting Catherine a little higher on her hip. “They don’t sell as well as the landscapes, but they’re important. Keeps my practice balanced.”

Genesis nodded. “That makes sense.”

They stood there a moment longer, comfortable in the quiet.

Sandra glanced at her. “Feel free to stay, or head back. I know you probably have things you want to do.”

“Yeah,” Genesis said. “Maybe I should get going.”

“Sure,” Sandra said easily. “If you change your mind, I’ll be here.”

“Okay.”

Genesis waved once more at Catherine, then turned back toward Aurora’s house, walking slowly, heart steady, feeling like she’d crossed something small and meaningful without quite knowing how.

***

The pain started sometime around three.

Genesis noticed it at first as a tightness low in her abdomen, the kind she tried to breathe through and ignore. She curled deeper into the couch, pulled her knees up, told herself it would pass. It didn’t. It sharpened instead—spreading, dragging, like something deep inside her was being pulled the wrong way.

By the time Aurora finished work, Genesis was on the bathroom floor.

She was folded in on herself, cheek pressed to the cool tile, sobbing quietly like she was trying not to take up space even now.

Aurora froze in the doorway then immediately crossed into the bathroom and knelt next to her.

“Sweetheart,” she said, voice dropping into that calm register Genesis knew well. “Hey. Talk to me. What’s wrong?”

Genesis shook her head, breath hitching. “It’s—it’s a pain I had just after being pregnant,” she managed. “I haven’t had it in months.”

Aurora pressed a hand to her forehead, mindful not to crowd her. “Okay,” she said gently. “Is this serious enough for a hospital visit, do you think?”

Genesis pressed her forehead into her arms. “No. No hospital. Please. Eh, it feels like—like something’s twisting. Or bruised. Like everything’s heavy and sharp at the same time.” She gasped as another wave rolled through her. “It’s not constant. It just—hits.”

Aurora nodded, listening. “Does it feel crampy? Or more… pulling?”

“Both,” Genesis whispered. “And deep. Like I can’t stretch it out or relax it.”

Aurora reached for her hand, warm and steady. “Okay. We can work with that. Maybe some heat would help?”

Genesis sniffled and gave a small nod, fresh tears spilling.

She brushed Genesis’s hair back from her face. “Hey, hey. It’s okay. Do you want a bath?”

Genesis shook her head immediately. “No.”

“A shower?”

Genesis nodded, tears slipping free. “Yeah, that.”

Aurora stood just long enough to grab a painkiller and a paper cup of water, helping Genesis sit up enough to take it. She stayed close, one hand firm at Genesis’s back the whole time.

“Do you want me to shower with you?” Aurora asked.

Genesis swallowed. “No. I feel gross. Like I’m gonna shit my guts out.”

“That’s okay,” Aurora said without missing a beat. “Do you want me to stay in here with you?”

Genesis nodded. “Yes. Please.”

Aurora smiled gently. “Of course.”

She helped Genesis to her feet slowly, staying close as she undressed and stepped into the shower. Aurora adjusted the water, testing it with her hand, then sat on the closed toilet lid, facing her.

“I’m right here,” she said.

The water hit Genesis’s shoulders and she sagged forward, bracing her hands against the wall. Her breathing stayed shallow at first, then slowly—inch by inch—began to deepen.

Aurora kept talking, low and steady.

“When I was pregnant,” she said after a while, “I craved ice. Like… constantly. Drove my dentist insane.”

Genesis huffed a weak laugh. “I wanted toast. Just… dry toast. And oranges. Together.”

Aurora smiled. “Dry toast—that’s a good one. Sometimes I wanted toast with mayo and cucumbers.”

“That doesn’t sound bad, though,” Genesis said, one hand gripping her stomach as she exhaled sharply.

Another wave hit, and she hissed, fingers tightening against the tile.

“I’ve got you,” Aurora said immediately. “You’re okay. It will pass. I’m right here.” She paused. “Do you want to sit on the floor? Would that help?”

“Yeah,” Genesis said. “I think so.”

She lowered herself slowly to the tub floor, letting the water wash over her. After a moment, she slid the glass door open just enough to look at Aurora, steam escaping in faint clouds.

Aurora stood and came closer, settling on the floor beside the tub.

She glanced at her phone once—quick and subtle—and typed a message before setting it face down.

“What doing?” Genesis asked, voice quiet and small.

“Just texting Mom,” Aurora said. “She’s going to keep Catherine tonight.” She met Genesis’s eyes. “You don’t have to go anywhere. And if you decide you want to, we’ll go together.”

Genesis swallowed. “Okay.”

They stayed like that for a long time—Genesis under the water, Aurora beside her, present and unflinching. No fixing. No rushing. Just staying.

When the pain finally eased into something dull and manageable, Genesis rested her head against the tile and closed her eyes.

“Thank you,” she whispered.

Aurora leaned in and pressed a kiss into her damp hair. “Always.”

***

Genesis lay propped against the pillows, knees drawn up slightly, the ache in her lower belly still pulsing dully beneath everything else. The room was dim except for the lamplight on Aurora’s side of the bed, warm and golden, like it had been turned down just for her.

The bed shifted with a quiet mechanical hum as Aurora adjusted the remote, lifting the head of the mattress until Genesis was reclined just enough to breathe easier.

Genesis blinked, then huffed out a breathy laugh.

“…Okay, that’s actually really cool.”

Aurora glanced over, one eyebrow lifting. “The bed?”

“Yeah,” Genesis said, craning her neck a little, impressed despite the pain. “You could’ve told me you had a transformer bed. I’ve been out here suffering like a Victorian child.”

Aurora smiled, small and fond, and set the remote down on the nightstand. “I don’t usually use it. But I thought it might help tonight.”

“It does,” Genesis admitted. “A lot.” She shifted experimentally, then sighed. “Why haven’t you done that before?”

Aurora reached out, her fingers brushing lightly over Genesis’s forearm—not to move her, just to be there. “I forget about it. And tonight is about you feeling supported,” she said simply. “Not about my habits.”

Genesis swallowed. Humor flickered again, fast and reflexive. “Wow. Rude. Calling me high-maintenance already.”

Aurora’s thumb traced a slow, grounding line along Genesis’s wrist. “I would never.”

She disappeared briefly, and Genesis listened to the quiet sounds of Aurora moving around the room—a drawer opening, fabric rustling, footsteps returning. When Aurora came back, she carried the heating pad under her arm and moved to the nearby outlet to plug it in.

“Okay,” Aurora said gently. “I’m going to put this right here. Tell me if it’s too hot.”

She eased the heating pad across Genesis’s lower abdomen, careful and sure, her touch warm even through the fabric of Genesis’s shirt. Genesis sucked in a breath—not from pain this time, but relief.

“Oh,” she murmured. “…Yeah. That’s good.”

“Want Hemmy?” Aurora said, smoothing back Genesis’s hair.

“I don’t know where she is,” Genesis said, tears starting to form.

“Huh. I’m sure she’s around.” Aurora crouched beside the bed and reached underneath. “Here you go.”

She smiled as she lifted Genesis’s arm and tucked the stuffed animal in beside her.

“Thank you,” Genesis sniffled, pulling the stuffed animal closer.

Aurora adjusted the heating pad slightly, then smoothed the blanket back over her, tucking it around her hips in a way that felt instinctive and intimate without being overwhelming.

“I brought snacks too,” Aurora added, nodding toward the nightstand. Crackers. Applesauce. One of Genesis’s favorite granola bars, already unwrapped. “Just in case.”

Genesis’s throat tightened unexpectedly. She stared at the snacks like they might disappear if she blinked.

“You didn’t have to do all that,” she said, quieter now.

“I wanted to,” Aurora replied, just as quietly. She sat on the edge of the bed and reached out, brushing Genesis’s hair back from her forehead again, with the backs of her fingers. The touch was feather-light. “You’ve had a rough day.”

Genesis let her eyes close for a second. The ache was still there, but faint now—less sharp, less scary.

“…It kinda freaked me out,” she admitted. “I know it’s probably normal. Or, like. Post-everything normal. But my brain went places.”

Aurora nodded, her hand settling at Genesis’s temple, thumb making slow, steady circles. “That makes sense,” she said. “You don’t have to explain it perfectly.”

Genesis laughed weakly. “Good, because I don’t think I could even if I tried.”

She stared up at the ceiling, then glanced back at Aurora. “It’s… a little triggering,” she added after a beat. “Not in a full spiral way. Just in a… I need a minute to understand why way.”

Aurora didn’t rush to fill the silence. She just stayed there, her presence solid, her touch consistent.

“Thank you for telling me,” Aurora said. “We don’t have to unpack it tonight. Or at all, if you decide you don’t want to.”

Genesis’s shoulders sagged in relief. “I like that option.”

Aurora smiled, voice low. “It’s a very good option.”

She reached for the remote and flicked on the TV, navigating easily to something familiar and low-stakes—one of Genesis’s comfort shows, already queued like she’d planned this moment hours ago.

“You want the volume low?” Aurora asked.

“Yeah,” Genesis said. “Like… background-existential-dread low.”

Aurora chuckled softly and adjusted it, then shifted back onto the bed, settling beside Genesis. She didn’t crowd her—just close enough that Genesis could feel the warmth of her thigh, the steady presence of her body.

After a moment, Aurora’s hand found Genesis’s again, fingers loosely laced together.

“Painkiller working yet?” Aurora asked.

“Mhm,” Genesis said. “I didn’t want to but… I was very brave about it.”

“I never doubted that,” Aurora said, amused.

Genesis squeezed her hand lightly. The heat pad hummed. The show murmured. The pain receded into something manageable, something survivable.

“…Thank you,” Genesis said eventually, her voice rough. “For not making it a big deal. Or a scary deal.”

Aurora turned her head, looking at her fully now. Not assessing. Not fixing. Just seeing her.

“Of course,” she said softly. “I get worried about you sometimes—that’s real. But there’s nothing here we can’t handle.” Her thumb brushed a slow, absent arc along Genesis’s wrist. “And pain doesn’t mean something is wrong with you. It just means something hurts.”

Genesis’s eyes burned. She blinked hard, then failed to stop it, tears gathering anyway.

“I worry I’ll never be… fixed,” she said, letting out a breathy, self-conscious laugh that didn’t quite land. “That sounds hyper dramatic when I say it out loud, but it kind of weighs on me. All the time.”

Aurora didn’t rush to answer. She leaned in instead, pressing a gentle kiss to Genesis’s hairline—steady, unhurried, a promise of presence rather than a solution.

“Sweetheart,” she murmured, her voice low and sure. “You don’t need to be fixed.”

Genesis stilled.

“You’re rebuilding,” Aurora went on. “And rebuilding doesn’t mean pretending nothing broke. It means choosing how you hold yourself now. What you keep. What you let support you.”

Her hand traced light patterns across Genesis’s skin, protective and warm. “Healing isn’t about going back to who you were. It’s about becoming someone who can carry what happened—and still be whole. You are still you, just another version. A much stronger one.”

Genesis swallowed, her chest aching in a different way now. “So… I’m not doing it wrong?”

Aurora smiled against her hair. “No,” she said. “You’re doing it beautifully. And bravely. One small step at a time.”

Genesis let herself breathe then, really breathe, curling closer as if her body understood the words before her mind did. The room stayed quiet, the TV just a soft murmur in the distance. Nothing was rushed. Nothing needed to be.

And for the first time in a long while, the idea that she might never be the same didn’t feel like a threat.

It felt like a clear sky.

Genesis exhaled, her body finally giving in to the support around her. She curled slightly toward Aurora without thinking, her forehead resting near Aurora’s shoulder.

“Can we just… stay like this for a bit?” she asked. “Until my body stops being… loud.”

Aurora’s arm came around her easily, surrounding her. “As long as you need.”

Genesis smiled, eyes closing, the warmth and quiet wrapping around her, safe in a place where nothing and no one could hurt her now.


Chapter Four

Genesis didn’t plan to stay long.

That was how it started—I’ll just walk over, I’ll just look, I’ll just say hi. A plan small enough not to scare her off.

Sandra set an easy pace down the path, Catherine balanced on her hip, the morning already warm but not sharp yet. Genesis walked beside them, hands tucked into the pockets of her shorts, listening to the crunch of gravel underfoot.

“I like to start my days sketching,” Sandra said, as if continuing a conversation Genesis hadn’t realized they were already having. “Nothing big. Just sitting on the back porch. Keeps my hand loose.”

“That seems like a good habit to have,” Genesis said. She hesitated, then added more quietly, “I used to paint every day. Now it kind of freaks me out.” A beat. “Is that weird?”

Sandra smiled, not surprised. “No,” she said easily. “Painting can be hard work. It asks a lot of you.”

Genesis nodded, relieved by the lack of judgment.

“Besides,” Sandra went on, adjusting Catherine on her hip, “there are a lot of ways to make things. Charcoal. Metal. Glass. Paper. Clay. Even just sketching with a ballpoint pen. You don’t have to paint to be an artist.”

The back porch was wide and sun-bleached, the boards warm under Genesis’s sneakers. A low table sat near the railing, scattered with sketchbooks, pencils worn down to short nubs. Catherine was set gently on a blanket nearby, immediately captivated by a small pile of blocks—stacking, knocking them over, clapping for herself.

Sandra handed Genesis a pencil. “Ever done blind contour drawing?”

Genesis blinked. “I’ve heard of it.”

“You don’t look at the page,” Sandra explained, already flipping open her own sketchbook. “You look at the subject and let your hand move. It’s quick. Messy. Nobody’s allowed to be good at it.” She grinned. “And you almost always feel better after.”

Genesis hesitated. Art school memories flickered—studios, critiques, the way her chest used to lock up when she looked at a blank page or canvas. She hadn’t painted in a long time. Not because she couldn’t—but because she didn’t want to remember who she’d been when she last did.

Sandra didn’t rush her.

“It’s just five minutes,” she said lightly. “You can stop whenever.”

Genesis nodded. “Okay. I can try.”

She gestured with her pencil toward the edge of the yard. A stack of split firewood sat neatly piled near the porch, pine rounds stacked end to end, pale and resin-scented. An axe leaned against the chopping block, its handle worn smooth where hands had held it for years. Beyond it, the pines stood tall and quiet, needles whispering faintly in the breeze.

“Okay,” Sandra said. “Pick one thing. Don’t look down. Just trace it with your eyes and let your hand follow.”

Genesis fixed her gaze on the axe head, the way the metal caught the light, the curve where it met the wood. She didn’t look at the page. She didn’t think about whether it was good.

The pencil moved—slow at first, then steadier. Lines bent where they shouldn’t have. The handle came out too long, the blade too narrow. There were too many loops. But something in her chest eased anyway, her breathing settled into the simple rhythm of seeing and moving.

When Sandra called time, Genesis finally looked down.

She looked the sketch over, tilting her head. Then laughed under her breath.

“It looks like it’s melting,” she said.

Sandra leaned over her shoulder, smiling. “That’s how you know you did it right.”

Genesis felt it then—not joy exactly, not relief—but something lighter than either. Like she’d set something down without realizing she’d been carrying it.

She expected the tightness in her chest.

It didn’t come.

Instead there was something else—focus, maybe. Or lack of expectation.

They did another. Then another. Somewhere between the third and fourth, Genesis realized she’d stopped checking the time.

By ten, the sun had shifted, warmer now, pressing into her shoulders.

“I’m ready for tea,” Sandra announced, stretching. “And a break before I turn into a lobster.”

Inside, the kitchen was cool and familiar. Sandra moved easily, filling the kettle, talking about nothing in particular—weather, a neighbor’s dog, how Catherine had started throwing food just to watch it fall.

“You don’t have to stay,” she added casually, reaching for mugs. “Come and go whenever you want. No expectations. I’m usually here or nearby.”

Genesis nodded, grateful for the out even if she didn’t take it.

As Sandra reached into a cabinet, Genesis’s attention drifted—to the wall above the small table. A framed photograph caught the light. Black and white. A young person leaning against a brick wall, city blurred behind them. Short hair. Sharp jaw. A defiant look in their eye.

Genesis frowned, stepping closer.

“Is that your son?” she asked, then immediately flushed. “Sorry—”

Sandra followed her gaze and laughed. “Oh, no. That’s Aurora.”

Genesis froze. “What?”

“Well, she went by Rory, back then,” Sandra said fondly. “College days. Photography class. Must’ve been… twelve, thirteen years ago now.”

Genesis stared at the photo. The person in it felt familiar and not at all—confident, guarded, strong, almost rebellious. Nothing like the dresses and easy femininity Aurora wore now.

“She was very serious about that haircut,” Sandra went on, pouring water. “Said she was never going to have long hair again.”

Genesis’s mind stalled, then scrambled. Aurora used to look like that? Aurora used to go by Rory?

Sandra kept talking, unbothered, moving sugar and spoons around. “She experimented a lot back then. With her clothes. Hobbies. Friends. Very thoughtful kid but always starting some kind of trouble. Always figuring herself out along the way.”

Genesis nodded automatically, her thoughts racing ahead of her. She imagined asking Aurora later—trying to sound casual, failing. The image lodged itself somewhere deep, unsettling and fascinating all at once.

Sandra set a mug in front of her. “You okay?”

“Yeah,” Genesis said. “Just—thinking.”

Sandra smiled. “Thinking’s good. Usually.” She turned back to the counter, reaching for the sugar. “Strawberry season’s just gone by. There’s a farm up the road—pick-your-own. Best strawberries you’ll ever have. They practically melt in your mouth.”

Genesis blinked, pulled gently back into the room. “That sounds… nice.”

“It is,” Sandra said. “Something simple to look forward to. Wish I had done it this year. But there’s always next year.”

“I love strawberries,” Genesis said. “But I’ve only ever had them from the store.”

Sandra chuckled. “Oh my gosh. Then we absolutely have to get you out strawberry picking. Nothing like picking your own food.”

They sat at the table, steam curling between them, Catherine babbling at their feet. Genesis took a sip of tea and realized she felt… lighter. Not all better. Not resolved. Just a little more here. More present.

“I might go look at plants again,” she said, almost to herself. “With the field guide.”

Sandra nodded, pleased. “Solid plan.”

Genesis smiled. She stayed longer than she meant to, then finally headed back toward the house in time for lunch.

***

When Genesis slid the screen door open, she didn’t mean to sound accusatory.

It just… came out that way.

“Hey,” Aurora said from the kitchen.

“Hey, you used to be masc?”

Aurora looked up from the counter, mid-slice, then laughed. “What do you mean, sweetheart?”

“I saw a picture of you at your mom’s,” Genesis said, hovering in the doorway, arms folded. “You had really short hair. Like—really short. You looked very muscular. Like now, but with less curves.”

Aurora blinked once, then smiled. “Oh. Yeah. I used to dress more androgynously.” She shrugged easily. “That was a long time ago.”

Genesis nodded, but her mouth pressed into a line. She crossed the room, leaned in, and kissed Aurora—quick, grounding, like she needed to remind herself this was the same person.

“I didn’t know what you wanted,” Aurora said, immediately pivoting. “So I was going to put a sandwich in the fridge for you. Did you have fun at Mom’s?”

Genesis’s stomach growled before she could answer—she hadn’t realized she was hungry. “I did. She made tea. We drew all morning outside actually.”

“Wow, that’s amazing,” Aurora said, genuinely pleased, looking down as she set the sandwiches onto plates. She turned and opened the fridge. “Apple juice or Vitamin Water?”

“Apple juice. Okay.” Genesis took a breath. “I don’t want to be rude, but I have to ask you something.”

Aurora turned fully toward her. “You can ask me anything.”

Genesis hesitated. “…Did your girlfriends used to call you Daddy?”

Aurora froze.

Just for a second.

Then she cleared her throat and went to the cabinet to grab glasses. “Um. Honey. Maybe we shouldn’t—”

“No, I really want to know,” Genesis said quickly. “Only if you’re willing to share. I’m not— I just— I want to understand.”

Aurora studied her for a moment as she poured the juice, then sighed, amused and fond. “Okay. Let’s sit.”

They moved to the island, Genesis climbing onto a stool, feet tucked into the rung like she always did when she was nervous.

“Yes,” Aurora said. “I’ve had a few girlfriends who did call me that.”

Genesis’s eyes widened. “Oh.”

“And,” Aurora added under her breath, “I even had one who called me Master. Not in public, but…”

“But— but—” Genesis spluttered.

Aurora leaned her elbows on the counter. “What’s wrong?”

Genesis stared at the wood grain like it had personally betrayed her. “I feel… very insecure, I guess.”

Aurora’s voice softened immediately. “Why?”

“Because you’ve had this whole life before me,” Genesis said. “And I’m over here like—am I just a phase? Were these other girlfriends way hotter than me? Better in bed? Are you even into the whole Mommy thing, or is that just… me? Am I just a kid to you?”

Aurora didn’t hesitate. “No. I’m very into it. Genesis, you’re not a kid.”

Genesis looked up.

“At the end of the day,” Aurora went on calmly, “I don’t really care what I’m called. I just prefer being the more dominant one in the relationship. I’ve always been like that.”

“So… were you into the Mommy thing before we met?”

“Yes, I just hadn’t tried it yet.”

Genesis swallowed. “But you’re also into… other things?”

Aurora smiled then—not smug, just gently amused. “Genesis. I only want to be with you. So, I’m interested in what you’re interested in. I don’t want anyone else.”

Genesis’s shoulders sagged a little. “You just seem so experienced. So well-traveled. And I’m… not. I worry I’m not enough.”

Aurora reached out, covering Genesis’s hands. “You’re the only one I want,” she said. “You’re enough. I want to do what you want to do, at the pace you want to do it. I don’t need anything else.”

Genesis blinked. “Promise?”

“I promise.”

A beat passed.

“So,” Genesis said slowly. “Why’d you stop dressing like a guy—or. Like, more masc lesbian?”

Aurora laughed. “That happened pretty gradually. I had a lot of complex theories about gender.” She shrugged. “Some of them still unresolved.”

Genesis nodded solemnly. “Relatable.”

“But mostly,” Aurora finished, “I just changed with time. That’s all.”

Genesis sat with that, then smiled faintly. “Okay.”

Aurora tilted her head. “Okay?”

“Yeah,” Genesis said, leaning forward to kiss her again—slower this time. “I just needed to know you’re still… you. Because I’ve had kind of a mind fuck over here.”

Aurora smiled against her lips. “I am. The same person.”

“And for the record,” Genesis added, earnest now, “you can dress however you want. I’ll still find you attractive. Because it’s you. And I’ll try calling you Daddy.” She winced slightly, looking off into the distance. “I just don’t know that I’m into it, fully. I don’t think I would be. But I’m willing to stay open. For you, specifically. Only you.”

That caught Aurora completely off guard.

She burst into laughter, hand flying to her mouth as she tried to chew and not choke at the same time.

Genesis blinked. “What? I’m just being honest.”

Aurora finally swallowed, still laughing, eyes bright. “And that,” she said, reaching for Genesis’s hand, “is one of the many things I love about you. You say exactly what’s on your mind. And then act like you didn’t.”

She squeezed her fingers. “It’s refreshing.”

Aurora nudged the plate closer to her. “Eat,” she said gently, chuckling. “Before you distract yourself again.”

Genesis huffed a small laugh but picked up half the sandwich anyway, taking a few dutiful bites. She chewed, watching Aurora under the rim of her lashes, clearly thinking about something else entirely.

After a moment, she swallowed and said, as casually as she could manage, “This is really tasty. Thank you.” Then she added, “So… how has your day been?”

Aurora smiled. “I’m glad you like it. It was fine. A lot of meetings. Nothing too chaotic.” She took a sip of her drink. “The rest of the afternoon’s pretty relaxed, though. Just notes and paperwork.”

Genesis nodded, too quickly. She took another bite, chewed, then set the sandwich down with exaggerated care.

“Oh,” she said. “So you’re… not super busy.”

Aurora raised an eyebrow. “No. Why?”

Genesis shifted on the stool, suddenly shy, fingers curling around the edge of the counter. “I was just wondering if you might have time to… go…”

She trailed off, staring very hard at the plate like the rest of the sentence might be written there.

Aurora waited a beat. Then another.

“…Go where, sweetheart?” she asked, voice warm and teasing.

Genesis groaned, face warming and glanced up. “You know where.”

Aurora smiled slowly. “Are you trying to ask me if I have time to go upstairs with you?”

Genesis’s cheeks flushed bright red. She nodded. “Yes.”

Aurora laughed quietly and stood, stepping closer. She tipped Genesis’s chin up with one finger. “Finish your sandwich first.”

Genesis smiled, turning back to her food, already triumphant.

***

They moved into the bedroom, lips still brushing against each other in soft, lingering kisses. Aurora guided Genesis toward the bed, and Genesis sat on the edge, her hands finding Aurora's waist and pulling her close. Genesis buried her face against Aurora's stomach, inhaling her scent as Aurora's fingers threaded through her hair, stroking gently.

“I wonder what my little one wants to do,” Aurora murmured, her voice low and warm. “Is she thirsty?”

Heat bloomed in Genesis's stomach, her pussy clenching at the mere thought.

“Yes, Mommy. I'm so thirsty.”

“You want Mommy to feed you?”

“Yes, I do.” Genesis looked up, her expression innocent and open as she bit her lower lip. Her hands moved to Aurora's shirt, pushing it up slowly.

Aurora hooked her thumbs under the fabric, lifting the shirt and her sports bra together in one smooth motion. The fabric bunched above her breasts as they spilled free, full and inviting.

Aurora remained standing as Genesis sat on the bed, leaning forward to take one breast into her mouth. Aurora smoothed Genesis's hair back from her forehead, looking down at her with tender eyes as she massaged her shoulders, the touch slow and reassuring. The room filled with the soft, wet sounds of Genesis's suckling, the rhythmic motion a comforting anchor between them.

“You're doing so well, for me baby,” Aurora whispered, her voice a gentle caress. “Just relax. Mommy's got you.”

Genesis hummed against Aurora's breast, kneading it absentmindedly.

“You're my hungry girl, aren't you?” Aurora murmured, her fingers stroking through Genesis's hair. “You were so brave today. You need Mommy's nourishment.”

Genesis pulled back just enough to answer, her lips glistening. “Yes, Mommy. I do.”

“You're so perfect. Keep drinking. Do you want to lay down while you nurse?”

Genesis nodded against Aurora's breast, then broke away again. “Yes. Mommy, I want you to put your vibrator in.”

“No, that's alright. For now, we're focused on you.”

“No, I want you to have it in while I suck. I think it'd be really hot. Please? It's what I want.”

“Are you sure?”

“Positive.”

Aurora moved to the bedside table, retrieving her vibrator from the drawer. She peeled off her remaining clothes while Genesis settled onto the bed, watching. Aurora slid the vibrator in—one of those that fit inside with a clit massager attached—then positioned herself over Genesis. She reached down and turned it on, a low hum filling the room.

“How'd I get so lucky? You're so beautiful,” Genesis said, her voice gentle.

Aurora leaned down, her lips brushing against Genesis's in a sweet, tender kiss.

“I want you to pull my clothes down,” Genesis murmured, her voice low and warm. “Keep them on, just pull them up. You know?”

Genesis's fingers hesitated at Aurora's waist. “Your underwear?”

“Yes, and my shirt.”

“Are you sure?” Aurora said, catching her breath.

Genesis nodded, her eyes soft. “Yes, I'm sure.”

Aurora leaned back, her hands finding the hem of Genesis's shirt and pulling it up slowly. “Do you want your bra left on?”

Genesis shook her head, her voice barely a whisper. “I want you to pull them out. Please.”

Aurora's fingers found the edge of Genesis's bra, hooking onto the fabric. She pulled the cups down slowly, watching as Genesis's breasts spilled free, nipples already peaked. Aurora leaned down, pressing soft kisses across her skin before settling on her side beside Genesis. Their lips met again in a tender kiss, Aurora's hand coming to rest on Genesis's waist.

“Is that okay?” Aurora murmured against her mouth.

Genesis nodded, cheeks flushed, her breath catching as Aurora's thumb brushed over her nipple.

Slowly, Genesis placed Aurora's hand on her boxers. Aurora pulled them down with one hand as Genesis lifted her hips. Aurora kissed her lips and eyelids. “That's good. There.” Genesis whispered. “Can you touch me while I drink?”

“Of course.”

They shifted on the bed, Genesis curling into Aurora until she could latch onto her nipple again. Aurora's fingers found their way between Genesis's legs, tracing the sensitive skin before circling her clit.

“You're perfect, in every way,” Aurora murmured, her voice low and warm against Genesis's hair. Her touch grew more rhythmic and firmer.

“Like that, baby?”

Genesis nodded, a moan vibrating against Aurora's breast as she continued to suckle. Aurora's touch was gentle but methodical, her movements purposeful as she watched Genesis's reactions, adjusting her pressure slightly when Genesis's hips began to rock in rhythm with her fingers.

“You're doing so well,” Aurora whispered. “Just relax. Let Mommy handle this for you.”

Genesis hummed against Aurora's breast, the sound vibrating through both of them as her mouth worked, her suckling getting stronger. Aurora kept her pace steady, her fingers working in slow circles as Genesis's breathing grew ragged. Her gaze drifted between Genesis's face, her lips, and the place where her fingers moved between Genesis's legs.

Mommy's watching me. The thought sent a jolt straight through Genesis.

Aurora gasped, her body beginning to tremble as her breath came in soft pants. Still, her fingers maintained their perfect precision against Genesis's clit. Suddenly Genesis unlatched, pushing gently against Aurora's chest. She rolled on top of her, their bodies pressed together as she reached down, gently pulling out the vibrator. Her fingers slid inside Aurora, feeling the orgasm. The intensity surprised even her. Her breath was heavy as she felt the walls of Aurora's pussy clenching around her fingers in strong pulses, each contraction sending a fresh wave of heat through Genesis's own body.

“Mmmm,” Genesis hummed, looking up at Aurora through her lashes. “Did it feel good? I think it did.”

Aurora nodded, her teeth sinking into her lower lip as she pushed herself up onto her elbows. She leaned in, capturing Genesis's lips in a kiss that was slow and deep, her mouth moving against Genesis's with a gentle certainty, her hand sliding into Genesis's hair. Genesis pulled back just enough to meet her eyes, her expression soft and questioning.

“Did I make you come like that?”

“Yes,” Aurora whispered, her voice barely audible as she reached up to brush a stray strand of hair from Genesis's forehead.

Their lips met again, slow and lingering, before Genesis shifted, sliding down until her face was level with Aurora's breasts. She carefully withdrew her fingers, trailing the wetness across Aurora's belly and hips in measured strokes. Genesis nuzzled against Aurora's chest, breathing in her warmth as she settled in.

After a few minutes, Aurora shifted, gently guiding Genesis to lie on her side. Genesis went willingly, her body pliant and trusting as Aurora settled behind her, spooning close. Aurora's arm wrapped around Genesis's waist, pulling her flush against her body, the warmth making Genesis feel surrounded and safe.

“You did so well for me, baby,” Aurora murmured, her lips brushing against the back of Genesis's neck. “So brave and strong for Mommy, aren't you?”

Genesis shivered, pressing back against her. “Always. Only for you, Mommy.”

Aurora's hand drifted lower, fingers tracing the curve of Genesis's hip. “Can I touch you again, sweetheart? Like before?”

“Yes, Mommy. Please. Touch me.” Genesis breathed, her voice already thick with need.

Aurora's hand came around, her fingers massaging before parting Genesis's folds, eliciting a soft moan from her. She began to stroke slowly, controlled, her movements lingering, never rushing. Genesis's breath hitched, her hips rocking in time with Aurora's touch, ass pressing back against Aurora's core.

“That's it, baby,” Aurora murmured, her voice low and soothing. “You don't have to prove anything to me. I want you to feel good. Let me take care of you.”

Genesis whined, her hand reaching back to grip Aurora's thigh. “Please, Mommy. More.”

Aurora's fingers circled Genesis's clit, applying just the right amount of pressure. “Like this?”

“Yes, Mommy,” Genesis gasped, her body arching slightly. “Just like that.”

Aurora's other hand came up beneath to cup Genesis's breast, her thumb brushing against the nipple. “You're so beautiful like this, baby. All flushed and needy for me.”

Genesis moaned, her head falling back against Aurora's shoulder. “Please, Mommy. Don't stop.”

“I won't,” Aurora promised, her fingers moving faster now, her touch firm and sure. “I've got you, baby. I’m right here. I'll always take care of you.”

The pleasure built steadily, coiling deep in Genesis's belly. Aurora's words washed over her, each praise stoking the fire higher. When she finally came, it was with a sharp cry, her body trembling in Aurora's arms.

Aurora held her close through the aftershocks, her fingers stilling but not withdrawing. “There you go, sweetheart. That's it. You did so well for Mommy.”

Genesis turned in her arms, pressing her face against Aurora's chest. “Thank you, Mommy.”

Aurora kissed the top of her head, her arms tightening around her. “Always. I love you. You're so perfect.”


Chapter Five

For the rest of the week, Genesis let the days blur gently together.

She wandered the woods with a field guide tucked under her arm, stopping to crouch and compare sketches to what grew along the trail—red stems, pale flowers, leaves shaped like arrows. She went to Sandra’s once, one quiet afternoon, and sat at the long table while Sandra sketched, charcoal smudging her fingers. They didn’t talk much. It felt nice not to.

Some evenings, when Aurora finished work early, they walked down to the water and splashed at the edge, shoes kicked off, pant legs rolled up. The lake was still cold, even in July, but the shock of it made Genesis laugh every time—sharp, delighted, like she couldn’t help herself. Aurora watched her with that small, amused smile that made Genesis feel seen without being watched.

One evening, Aurora bent to pick up a stone from the shore and turned it over in her hand thoughtfully.

“Want to learn how to skip rocks?” she asked.

Genesis blinked. “I know how to skip rocks.”

Aurora smiled, a little crooked. “You know how to throw rocks.”

“Wow,” Genesis said, mock-offended. “Rude.”

Aurora chuckled and crouched near the water, gesturing for Genesis to come closer. “Okay. First rule,” she said, holding up a flat stone between her fingers, “it has to be thin. Flat. The flatter it is, the better it’ll skim on top.”

Genesis picked up a rock and frowned at it. “This one looks flat.”

Aurora tilted her head. “That one looks ambitious.”

Genesis snorted and tossed it anyway. The rock made one sad plunk and disappeared beneath the surface.

Aurora hummed sympathetically. “It tried.”

Genesis crossed her arms. “Okay, show-off. You do it.”

Aurora didn’t even look like she was trying. She shifted her stance slightly, rolled her shoulder once, and flicked her wrist.

The rock skipped.

Once. Twice. Three times. Four. Five.

Genesis’s mouth fell open.

“No,” she said flatly. “Do it again.”

Aurora laughed, picked up another rock—this one thicker, less ideal—and shrugged. “This one’s not great.”

She threw it anyway.

It skipped seven times.

Genesis stared at her like she’d just witnessed magic. “What the fuck.”

Aurora grinned. “It’s all in the angle. And not forcing it.”

Genesis looked down at the rocks at her feet, then back up at Aurora. “Are you good at everything?”

“No,” Aurora said easily. “Just the things I’ve practiced.”

She stepped behind Genesis and gently adjusted her stance, careful, steady. One hand hovered near Genesis’s elbow, the other near her waist—not moving her, just guiding.

“Like this,” Aurora murmured. “Let the rock go. Don’t make it work.”

Genesis swallowed and nodded, her focus suddenly sharp in a different way. She threw.

The rock skipped once.

Genesis gasped like she’d won a medal. “Did you see that?”

“I did,” Aurora said warmly. “That was perfect.”

Genesis turned, glowing. “You’re lying.”

“I’m not.” Aurora smiled. “You just needed a better rock.”

Genesis laughed and leaned back into her without thinking, resting against her chest. Aurora wrapped her arms around her, chin settling near Genesis’s shoulder as they watched the ripples fade.

“I like when you teach me things,” Genesis said quietly.

Aurora kissed her temple. “I like when you let me.”

They stayed there a little longer, skin pruning, the lake stretching wide and calm in front of them—Genesis still holding the rock Aurora had picked out for her, like it mattered.

Because it did. She put it in her pocket.

The days stretched on, and though it felt good to have so much time, not working still loomed over her.

She couldn’t quite bring herself to game again. The console sat idle, cords neatly tucked away, waiting. She told herself she’d get to it tomorrow. Or the next day. She needed to feel productive, needed something to point to and say this is what I did today, even as another part of her felt strangely trapped by how safe and quiet everything was. Held, but restless. Grateful, but uneasy.

One afternoon, during a lull when the house was still and the rain pressed lightly against the windows, she texted her stepmom.

Genesis: Had that weird pain again. Like after the pregnancy.

The reply came quickly.

Rena: Do you want me to set up a doctor’s appointment for you? Are you okay?

Genesis stared at the screen for a moment, then typed back.

Genesis: No, it’s okay. I just wanted to let you know.

Another pause. Then:

Rena: Thank you. I’m always here if you need to talk. I want you to do well. You’re in my prayers every day. Love you.

Genesis read it twice. She didn’t reply right away. She didn’t need to. The words settled anyway—familiar and steady, a presence she’d grown up with and liked knowing she could return to, if she wanted. She set the phone aside and went to find Aurora in the kitchen, letting the feeling pass without analyzing it.

By the weekend, the rain broke.

The sky opened into a wide, washed blue, and Aurora suggested a hike—nothing strenuous, just one of the longer trails that climbed gently and ended at a rocky overlook.

Genesis agreed easily and Sandra took Catherine for the day.

They parked near the trailhead and started out together, the air warm but not heavy, pine and damp earth rising with each step. The path narrowed as they went, roots threading through the dirt, sunlight flickering between the branches overhead. Aurora walked a few steps ahead, steady and slow, her posture relaxed like she belonged here.

Genesis watched her for a while before she realized she was doing it.

Aurora wore lightweight hiking clothes—close-fitting, practical, the kind meant to move and breathe. Her hair was pulled back into a loose ponytail, strands already escaping to brush against her neck. She moved with easy confidence, stepping over rocks, pausing now and then to look back and make sure Genesis was still with her.

She always was.

When they reached the overlook, Aurora stopped and let out a quiet breath. The land stretched out below them—layers of trees rolling into the distance, the lake glinting through breaks in the canopy. The view felt wide enough to hold all of Genesis’s thoughts at once.

She stepped closer without thinking.

Wrapping her arms around Aurora from behind, Genesis pressed her cheek between Aurora’s shoulder blades and leaned in, breathing her in. She kissed the side of Aurora’s neck, slow, without any rush, lips lingering there like she had all the time in the world.

Aurora laughed, the sound vibrating through her chest.

“What are you doing, babe?” she asked, not pulling away.

Genesis tightened her hold just a little. “Nothing,” she said. Then, more honestly, “Just… being here.”

Aurora rested her hands over Genesis’s forearms, grounding them both. They stood like that for a moment, the wind brushing gently across the overlook.

After a beat, Genesis spoke again, her voice quieter. “Can I ask you something?”

“Always,” Aurora said.

Genesis hesitated. She shifted her weight, resting her chin lightly on Aurora’s shoulder. “I know you’ve said we’re focused on me right now,” she said carefully. “And I like that. I really do.” She paused, choosing her words. “But… wanting that doesn’t mean I don’t want to be there for you too. Or that I can’t be.”

Aurora turned slightly then, enough to look at her. Her expression was open, attentive. “I know,” she said gently.

Genesis swallowed. “I just don’t want you to think that because I like being taken care of… that’s all I am. I do want to touch you too. To make love to you. To please you. To give you a back massage. To make you dinner. I want to make you feel good, too. Be there for you.”

Aurora reached up and brushed her thumb along Genesis’s face, slow and gentle. “I don’t think that,” she said. “Not even a little. We don’t need to follow any rules in our relationship. It can be whatever we want it to be.”

Genesis searched her face. “That’s good. I like that very much. Also, maybe you’ll let me fuck you with the strap sometime. You could be in control, like always. I think we’d both enjoy it.”

“Sure.” Aurora chuckled. “We can try whatever you want.”

“Good. I just want to be close to you all the time. Like in bed, in life, out here. Anywhere. I’m sorry if I’m too clingy.”

“You’re perfect for me,” Aurora said quietly. “You’re not too anything. You’re exactly who I need you to be—always. I promise.”

Genesis exhaled, her grip loosening as relief spread through her chest. She pressed another kiss to Aurora’s neck, then added a light, playful bite.

“Okay,” she said, grinning. “Then we could try it right here if you want. Totally up to you. Just saying.”

Aurora laughed and leaned back into her. “Try what?”

“Making love in the woods,” Genesis said easily. “Against a tree, maybe. I know what poison ivy looks like now, so I can make sure we don’t go near it.”

Aurora snorted. “Okay, but what about poison oak?”

Genesis blinked. “How many poisonous plants are there?”

“I don’t know,” Aurora said, amused. “But I have touched poison oak, and trust me—you don’t want to.”

Genesis made a face, then gestured broadly at the trees, the rocks, the open air. “But, I mean. Conceptually.”

Aurora glanced around, smiling. “Maybe not here. This is a public trail.”

They pulled apart reluctantly.

Genesis paused. “Wait. You’d actually be up for outdoor sex?”

Aurora shrugged lightly. “Sure. If it was completely private.”

Genesis made a quiet, chaotic little victory gesture as Aurora turned away, laughing.

They started back down the trail together, drifting into kisses and then back to holding hands, their steps falling easily in sync. The moment settled between them without needing to be more than it was.

After a while, Aurora squeezed Genesis’s hand once.

“Ready to head back?” she asked.

Genesis nodded, smiling. “Yeah. This hiking thing is hard work.”

Aurora glanced at her, expression warm and sincere. “You’re doing great, sweetheart. I’m proud of you.”

Genesis blushed, biting her bottom lip. “Oh, you don’t mean that.”

“I do,” Aurora said gently. “I mean everything I say. Or at least, I always try to.”

Something in Genesis softened at that. She squeezed Aurora’s hand back, just once, like she was anchoring the moment.

They turned together, hands joining again, and started down the trail—unaware, yet, of what waited farther along the path.

***

They hadn’t gone far when Genesis slowed.

At first, she thought it was nothing—just a strange itch, the kind you notice only once you’ve already scratched it. Her hand drifted under the hem of her shirt, fingers brushing along her side.

She froze.

“…Honey?” Aurora asked, immediately stopping. “Are you alright?”

Genesis’s brow furrowed. She pressed again, slower this time. “Uh,” she said. Then, louder, “Uhhh. What is that.”

Aurora stopped walking. “What do you mean, what is that?”

“There is,” Genesis said, voice climbing, “something on me.”

Aurora turned fully now. “Where?”

Genesis lifted her shirt an inch, then dropped it again like the fabric had burned her. “On my side. I thought it was a scab but it’s not acting like a scab. Scabs don’t—” she gestured wildly at her torso, “—feel like this.”

Aurora stepped closer, calm but focused. “Okay. Let me see.”

Genesis took a breath, then another, then lifted her shirt higher this time, twisting awkwardly so Aurora could look. “Please don’t tell me it’s a bug. If it’s a bug, I’m going to pass away. Like. Fully pass away and float on.”

Aurora leaned in, eyes narrowing slightly.

“Oh,” she said.

“Oh what,” Genesis demanded. “Why did you say ‘oh’ like that.”

Aurora reached out gently, steadying Genesis by the hip. “Sweetheart, don’t move.”

“I hate that sentence,” Genesis said immediately. “I hate it every time.”

“It’s just a tick,” Aurora said calmly.

Genesis stared at her. “A tick.”

“Yes.”

“A tick like—” Genesis made a vague, panicked circular motion with her hand. “—attached to me?”

Aurora nodded once. “Looks like it.”

Genesis slapped a hand over her mouth. “Oh my god. Oh my god. Oh my god. I knew I shouldn’t have leaned against that tree. I knew it. This is how people get nineteenth-century diseases. This is how it starts.”

Aurora smiled faintly. “You’re going to be okay.”

“I don’t feel okay,” Genesis said breathlessly. “I feel faint. I think I have the Lyme. Or the dengue. Possibly both now.”

“I know,” Aurora said calmly. “You probably do not. Also, dengue fever isn’t transmitted by ticks.” She shifted her weight and, without breaking eye contact, reached into the small fanny pack at her waist.

Genesis blinked. “What are you doing?”

Aurora pulled out a pair of tweezers.

Genesis let out a high-pitched sound. “WHY do you have that.”

“Because I hike,” Aurora said simply. “And because ticks are a thing. I carry a first-aid kit.”

Genesis laughed once—high and hysterical. “Of course you’re prepared for this. Of course you are.”

Aurora adjusted her grip on the tweezers, movements precise. “I’m going to remove it cleanly. You’re not going to feel much.”

“I’m already feeling everything,” Genesis said. “This is the worst day of my life.”

Aurora glanced up at her, amused. “Honey, you say that a lot.”

“This one has legs.”

Aurora huffed. “Okay. Look at me.”

Genesis snapped her gaze to Aurora’s face instantly.

“Stay with me,” Aurora said gently. “Deep breath.”

Genesis inhaled sharply, then exhaled just as fast. “I hate the woods. I’m going back to the city. Where it’s safe.”

Aurora smiled, then leaned in and, with one smooth, practiced motion, removed the tick.

“All done,” she said calmly.

Genesis stared at her. “…What.”

Aurora held up the tweezers briefly. The tick was pinched at the tip, tiny and unmistakable. She reached back into her fanny pack, pulled out a small plastic vial, and dropped it inside before snapping the lid shut.

“It’s out,” Aurora said, tucking the container away. “And I kept it. They’ll want to see it at the hospital.”

Genesis blinked at her, processing. “You have a tick jar.”

“It’s not a jar,” Aurora said mildly, smirking. “It’s a vial.”

Genesis let out a weak, hysterical laugh. “Wait, go back. Did you say hospital? I’m not going to a hospital.”

Aurora tilted her head, studying her for a moment—not impatient, not alarmed. Just warm and caring. Then she reached for Genesis’s hand, lacing their fingers together firmly enough to be felt.

“Okay,” she said gently. “Let’s take a breath first.”

Genesis inhaled shakily. Aurora breathed with her, slow and steady, like she was setting the pace on purpose.

“You’re not hurt,” Aurora continued. “You’re not in danger. This isn’t an emergency.”

Genesis swallowed. “Then why are we going.”

“Because,” Aurora said, brushing her thumb across the back of Genesis’s hand, grounding, “you had a tick attached long enough that it’s smart to get checked. They’ll look at the bite, log the tick, and decide if you need antibiotics. That’s it. No drama. No scary tests.”

Genesis frowned. “They’re not going to, like… keep me.”

Aurora smiled warmly. “No one is keeping you.”

“They’re not going to draw a gallon of blood.”

“Definitely not.”

“Or shave me.”

Aurora snorted before she could stop herself. “Absolutely not.”

Genesis exhaled, some of the tension easing out of her shoulders. “Okay. Okay. I just—” She gestured vaguely at her body. “I don’t like things being wrong with me.”

“I know,” Aurora said quietly. “That makes sense. That’s not a good feeling.”

She squeezed Genesis’s hand once and nodded back toward the trail. “Let’s walk down together. Nice and slow. You tell me if you start feeling dizzy or weird.”

Genesis nodded. “I will. I mean, I feel a little faint but… also, I’m already weird, so—”

Aurora smiled and squeezed her hand again. “Just breathe. I’ve got you. And you’re not weird.” She glanced at her, amused. “Quirky, cute, funny—yes. Weird? No.”

That earned a small laugh.

They started back down the trail, Aurora keeping close, her hand warm and steady around Genesis’s. Every so often she checked in—not with questions, just presence. A thumb brushing knuckles. A quiet, “You’re okay,” when Genesis’s steps faltered.

By the time the car came into view through the trees, Genesis was calmer, breathing evenly again.

Aurora opened the passenger door for her and waited until Genesis was seated before closing it gently.

“I’ll be right there the whole time,” Aurora said, meeting her eyes. “We’ll go in together. We’ll leave together.”

Genesis nodded, relief flickering across her face. “Okay.”

Aurora smiled, soft and certain. “Okay.”

Aurora shut the door and walked around to the driver’s side.

Genesis sat there with her hands folded in her lap, heart still racing just a little, the adrenaline slow to drain. Though it gnawed at her, she didn’t dare touch the bite at her side. The car smelled faintly like pine and sunscreen and Aurora—familiar things that helped her stay anchored. She focused on her breathing, the rise and fall of her chest, the solid feel of the seat beneath her.

Hospitals made her stomach tighten.

The last time she’d been in one, she’d been giving birth—lights too bright, voices too loud, her body doing things she hadn’t felt ready for. Even now, the memory sat close to the surface, sharp-edged and unwelcome. She pressed her fingers together, grounding herself in the present instead of the past.

This was different, she reminded herself. She wasn’t alone. She wasn’t being rushed. Nothing was being taken from her.

Aurora opened the driver’s door and slid in beside her, the weight of her presence immediate and calming. Before starting the car, she reached over and took Genesis’s hand, warm and steady, like an anchor dropped exactly where Genesis needed it.

Genesis let out a slow breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding.

Her heart was still beating fast—but it wasn’t panicking anymore. Not like before.

She wasn’t alone in this.

***

Genesis didn’t realize how tense she was until Aurora turned the car into a small parking lot and slowed.

She frowned at the building ahead of them.

“…Wait,” she said. “This isn’t a hospital.”

Aurora glanced over, calm as ever. “It’s a walk-in clinic.”

Genesis blinked. “Oh. Why’d you say we were going to the hospital?”

“Oh, sorry. This used to be a hospital. They converted it a few years ago.”

For some reason, that alone made it easier to breathe.

They went inside together. The doors opened into a quiet space that smelled faintly like antiseptic and coffee—not the sharp, overwhelming kind she remembered, but something softer. Muted. There was a check-in desk, a couple of chairs spaced far apart, a TV mounted high in the corner playing a cooking show with the volume turned low.

No rushing. No alarms. No bright chaos.

Genesis’s shoulders dropped a fraction.

Aurora spoke to the receptionist first, her voice even and polite, handing over Genesis’s ID and the small vial from her pack without any drama. Genesis hovered close, her fingers curling into the hem of her shirt as she listened.

“She had a tick attached,” Aurora said. “We removed it and brought it with us.”

The receptionist nodded like this was the most normal thing in the world. “Okay. We’ll get you back shortly.”

Genesis stared at the counter. Shortly. That sounded survivable.

They sat. A few people sat on their phones, spaced far apart, one wearing a surgical mask over their nose and mouth. Genesis crossed and uncrossed her legs, then crossed them again. Her fingers drifted back to her side, pressing lightly over her shirt against the spot where the tick had been.

It felt tender. Not painful. Just… there.

She pressed again, frowning.

“Did you get all of it?” she asked quietly.

Aurora looked over immediately. “Yes.”

“Like… all of it all of it?”

“Yes, sweetheart.”

Genesis nodded, but her fingers stayed there anyway, like her body hadn’t quite caught up with the answer yet.

“Is it alive?” she asked suddenly.

Aurora paused, then smiled faintly. “Potentially.”

Genesis made a face. “Okay. That’s… good. That lid is on tight?”

Aurora slid an arm around her shoulders and Genesis let out a breath.

“Yes, honey.”

A door opened down the hall.

“Genesis?”

Her stomach flipped. She stood automatically—then froze when she saw who was holding the clipboard.

He was young. Maybe mid-twenties. Kind eyes. Voice low.

Still.

Something in her chest tightened anyway. She considered waiting until a female nurse was available.

Aurora noticed but didn’t ask. Genesis felt it in the way Aurora’s hand found the small of her back, steady and grounding, not pushing, not pulling—just there.

Genesis decided it wasn’t worth the wait.

“Hello, come with me please,” the man said with a warm smile.

They followed him into an exam room. It was small and clean, a paper-covered table against one wall, a bench, a stool, a counter with neatly arranged supplies. The nurse gestured for Genesis to sit.

She did. Aurora sat at the bench.

“I’m Mark,” he said, smiling. “I’ll take a look and then the provider will be in. I’m just going to take your vitals. Just blood pressure and heart rate, super quick and easy.”

Genesis nodded. “Okay.”

Her fingers went back to her side again, pressing, circling, like she was afraid something might suddenly crawl back out while the nurse wrapped the cuff around her other arm.

Aurora watched patiently, arms loosely folded, posture relaxed but present. Genesis noticed the way she spoke to him—polite, direct, friendly without being overly familiar. The way people responded to her without resistance. Like they trusted her instinctively.

Mark glanced at the vial on the counter. “You brought the tick. That’s perfect.”

Aurora nodded. “Yup. We pulled it out with tweezers.”

Mark smiled. “Very, very good. That makes things a lot easier on our end.”

Genesis looked between them, her fingers curling into the paper on the exam table. “So… how do we know if I have the Lyme?”

Mark’s expression stayed easy. “Right now, we mostly don’t,” he said honestly. “Lyme tests look for antibodies, and your body hasn’t had time to make those yet. Testing this early usually just gives a false negative.”

Genesis frowned. “That doesn’t sound reassuring.”

“I know,” he said gently, smiling. “But it’s normal. What we can do is look at the bite and the tick itself. Sometimes a rash shows up in the next few days—a bull’s-eye shape. If that happens, that’s a pretty clear sign.”

Aurora shrugged lightly. “It probably won’t. But we’ll keep an eye on it.”

Genesis stared at her, like she was trying to borrow some of that confidence.

Mark turned back to Genesis. “Mind if I take a look at the bite?”

Genesis hesitated—just a fraction of a second—then lifted her shirt enough to expose her side. She focused on the sound of Aurora’s breathing behind her instead of the way the air felt too cool against her skin.

Mark leaned in, careful and professional. “Okay,” he said after a moment. “Looks clean.”

Genesis swallowed. “Are you sure? Because it feels like maybe something is still in there.”

“That’s really common,” he reassured her. “Ticks push their mouthparts in pretty deep. Your skin’s just irritated.”

Her stomach dropped. “Mouthparts?”

Mark lifted his gaze immediately. “Yes—but it’s all out,” he said quickly, reading her reaction. “There’s nothing left inside you. If there was, you’d feel sharp pain or see spreading redness. This looks exactly like it should.”

Genesis nodded slowly, breathing through it, her hand still hovering protectively over the spot as the room stayed quiet and steady around her”

Genesis stared at the wall. “Okay. Okay.”

“You’re doing great,” Mark added, not patronizing, just factual. “Really.”

She nodded.

He cleaned the area, applied a small dressing, and stepped back. “Given how long it was attached, we’ll probably start you on a short course of antibiotics as a precaution. Nothing major.”

Genesis blinked. “That’s it?”

“That’s it.”

He smiled once more and stepped out to grab the provider.

The door clicked shut behind him.

Genesis didn’t move for a second.

Then she let out a slow, shaky breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding.

Aurora stood and stepped closer immediately. “Hey,” she said. “How are you doing?”

Genesis swallowed. “I’m okay.” She paused. “He just… caught me off guard.”

Aurora nodded, no questions yet. “Thank you for telling me.”

Genesis pressed her fingers into the paper on the exam table, grounding herself. “I didn’t freak out,” she said quietly, like she needed to say it out loud.

“No,” Aurora agreed. “You didn’t.”

Genesis glanced up at her. Aurora’s expression was warm, steady—proud without making it a thing.

“Later,” Genesis added, almost as an afterthought. “I’ll tell you more later.”

Aurora squeezed her hand once. “Whenever you want.”

The door opened again, the moment passing gently without being sealed away.

And Genesis sat there, heart still beating fast—but for now, she didn’t feel the need to escape it.

***

By the time they were home, the adrenaline had finally worn off.

Genesis showered first, letting the hot water pound against her shoulders until the tightness there eased. She stood still for a long time, palms braced against the tile, breathing until her thoughts slowed enough to line up instead of colliding.

A moment later, Aurora stepped in behind her, slipping easily under the stream. She wrapped her arms around Genesis from behind, solid and warm, and pressed a tender kiss to her shoulder. Genesis’s eyes fluttered closed as she let her head fall back.

“You did amazing,” Aurora murmured. “Do you really want to go back to the city? It’s okay if you do.”

Genesis shook her head slightly. “No. I was being dramatic. I love it here. I really do.”

“Okay,” Aurora said gently. “I just want you to know you don’t have to be stuck here.”

“I don’t feel stuck,” Genesis said, pulling her head back up. Then, quieter, “I’m sorry if that hurt you.”

Aurora kissed her again, this time at the curve of her neck. “It didn’t. Of course, I would miss you,” she said honestly. “But I support whatever you want.”

“Thank you.” Genesis hesitated, then added, “I’d like to stay a little longer. If that’s okay.”

Aurora chuckled under her breath. “Stay forever if you want.”

Genesis turned just enough to look at her, water running down both of them, and simply stared for a moment—taking her in, the familiar steadiness, the way her expression softened without effort.

“What?” Aurora asked, amused.

Genesis didn’t answer right away. She just smiled, blinking slowly, like she was committing the moment to memory. “Nothing.”

They kissed. Aurora reached for the soap and worked it gently over Genesis’s shoulders and chest then her back, thumbs pressing slow circles into muscle that was only just beginning to relax. She pulled down the shower head and rinsed her completely clean, before stepping back.

“I’m going to get out and make some tea,” Aurora murmured.

Genesis nodded, still warm and loose under the water.

When Aurora stepped out, wrapped in a towel, the house felt quieter than before—like it was holding its breath with her.

Aurora was already in the bedroom when Genesis came in, dressed down and comfortable, the soft glow of the bedside lamp warming the space. The bed was freshly made, the corner of the blanket and sheet folded back in invitation. A mug of tea steamed gently on the nightstand. Aurora settled on one side and tapped the bed with her hand, gesturing for Genesis to sit.

Genesis climbed in beside her, skin still warm, hair damp against her neck. Aurora shifted immediately, reaching for the lotion without a word. She warmed it between her palms before touching Genesis’s arm, slow and light, like she was asking permission.

Genesis let her.

The room filled with the faint, clean scent of lavender. Aurora worked methodically—forearms, shoulders, back—her touch grounding. Genesis’s body followed the rhythm instinctively, breath evening out, muscles relaxing under practiced care.

“I feel like I’m always like this,” Genesis said suddenly.

Aurora didn’t stop. “Like what?”

Genesis stared at the wall for a moment, then swallowed. “Too much,” she said plainly. “I’m always spiraling. There’s always something. Some near-emergency. Something wrong with me.” Her voice wavered, but she didn’t rush through it. “I feel like I’m exhausting to be around.”

Aurora’s hands stilled for half a second—not pulling away, just pausing—before she resumed, slower now. “You’re not exhausting.”

Genesis huffed quietly. “You say that.”

“I mean it,” Aurora said, gentle and firm all at once. “Your nervous system has been through a lot. That doesn’t make you broken or mean that something’s wrong. It makes you human.”

Genesis turned her head slightly, looking over at her. “It feels like I can’t just… exist. There’s always something.”

Aurora leaned closer, her voice low and steady. “Today, something happened. And you handled it. You didn’t collapse. You didn’t disappear. You asked for help and stayed present. Why don’t you lay down?”

Genesis pulled blanket up higher and laid on her side facing away from Aurora.

She blinked, eyes stinging. “I cried in a walk-in clinic.”

“And you stayed,” Aurora murmured. “Even though it was hard.”

That landed.

Aurora shifted, reaching for the pump on the nightstand. It was a familiar sound now—quiet, rhythmic—part of the shape of their day. Catherine was still at Sandra’s, happily occupied until dinner, and there was no rush to be anywhere other than where they were.

Genesis turned and curled closer, tucking herself against Aurora’s side, careful not to get in the way. Watching as the pump pulled milk from Aurora’s breasts and waiting patiently for her turn. Aurora adjusted easily, one arm wrapping around her, thumb brushing slow circles at Genesis’s shoulder, the other reaching for the TV remote.

The screen flickered on at low volume. The Walking Dead theme rolled in—familiar, grounding in its predictability.

“You still don’t hate it?” Genesis asked gently.

Aurora smiled faintly, looking down at her. “I’m invested now. I need to know what happens.”

Genesis let out a quiet laugh and relaxed into her, the weight of the day settling instead of pressing down. She focused on the steady sounds—the pump, the television, Aurora’s breathing—letting them anchor her in the present.

After a while, Aurora kissed the top of her head. “You’re not too much,” she said again. “You’re having a normal reaction to abnormal things. And you don’t have to be okay all at once.”

Genesis closed her eyes, the words sinking in slowly, like warm water. She wasn’t fixed. She wasn’t suddenly better.

But she was here. Held.

Safe enough to rest for a little while.


Chapter Six

Genesis didn’t tell Aurora when she started applying for jobs.

It wasn’t a secret in the dramatic sense—there was no thrill in hiding it—but something quieter. Protective. Like she needed to know she could do it without anyone watching her hands shake.

She filled out applications at the kitchen table in the mornings, laptop angled just enough that Aurora wouldn’t see the screen when she passed through with Catherine on her hip. Custodial work. Groundskeeping. A library assistant position she knew was a long shot. She told herself it didn’t matter which one came through, only that she’d tried.

A few afternoons that week, she went over to Sandra’s to draw.

They didn’t talk much while they worked. Sandra set Genesis up with charcoal and paper and left her to it, the radio low in the background, Catherine toddling in and out of the room with toys in her arms. Genesis liked that no one checked on her progress. No one asked what she was making. She drew anyway—lines first, then shapes, then something like a body taking form beneath her hands.

At night, the house grew smaller again.

Aurora checked in gently, always, but without pressing. They explored intimacy in pieces—shared showers, soft touches, long kisses that lingered without urgency. Genesis learned the rhythm of Aurora’s breath, the way she grounded herself in stillness rather than motion. Some nights they talked afterward, some nights they didn’t. Either way, Genesis slept deeply, the kind of sleep that didn’t require bracing.

By midweek, she’d almost convinced herself none of it would amount to anything.

Then her phone rang.

She stared at it for a full three seconds before answering.

“Hello?”

A pause.

“This is.”

Genesis leaned against the counter, nodding even though the person on the other end couldn’t see her.

“Yeah, two p.m. is fine… tomorrow works… sounds great to me.” Another pause, her fingers tightening slightly around the phone. “Thank you. Yes—thank you. Okay. Bye.”

She ended the call and stared at the screen for a few moments, heart thudding, before slipping the phone back into her pocket.

Aurora had just finished heating leftovers when Genesis came into the kitchen, the phone still warm in her hand.

They ate at the island, sunlight slanting in through the window, Catherine babbling contentedly from her high chair. Aurora asked about Sandra’s studio, about the sketch Genesis had been working on. Genesis answered easily, her mind buzzing just beneath the surface.

Halfway through the meal, she set her fork down.

“I have a job interview,” Genesis said.

Aurora looked up, surprise flickering across her face—not alarm, not doubt. Just caught off guard. “You do?”

Genesis nodded, fingers worrying the edge of her napkin. “Tomorrow. At two.”

“That’s… great,” Aurora said, a smile already forming, slow and genuine. “What is it?”

“Custodial work. At the elementary school.” Genesis shrugged, trying to keep it casual. “It’s part-time.”

Aurora’s expression softened, something proud and careful settling in. “I didn’t know you were applying.”

“I didn’t want to make it a thing yet,” Genesis said quickly. Then, quieter, more honest, “I wanted to see if I could do it.”

Aurora reached across the counter and covered Genesis’s hand, her palm warm and steady.
“I’m really proud of you.”

Genesis ducked her head, cheeks warming. “Thanks.”

They sat like that for a moment, Catherine babbling nearby, smacking the tray of her high chair with both hands. The normalcy of it all made Genesis’s chest ache in a good way.

“No,” Catherine said suddenly.

Aurora froze.

“What—” She stood so fast her chair scraped. “Did you say no?” She crossed to the high chair, eyes bright, a little disbelieving, and looked back at Genesis like she needed a witness.

“No! Mama!” Catherine repeated, giggling, her smile all gums and joy.

Aurora laughed, breathless, and scooped her up. “Yes. Yes, Mama. No. That’s a good word to add.”

Genesis stood and came over too, chuckling softly as Aurora hugged Catherine close, pressing her face into her daughter’s hair.

“Oh thank god,” Aurora murmured, her voice breaking just a little. “I was starting to worry.”

Genesis smiled, gentle and supportive.

Aurora let out a shaky laugh.

“She’s been taking her time with everything,” she said easily. “Walking, talking. She just likes to think about it first.”

“That seems fair. That’s actually very smart of her.”

Aurora glanced at Genesis. “Do you want me to take the afternoon off and come with you?” she asked. “We could go to the grocery store while we’re out.”

The offer was gentle, open. No expectation either way.

Genesis shook her head. “I think I can handle it.” She took a breath, then added, “Actually… I’d like to try getting the groceries myself again.”

Aurora sat Catherine back in the highchair with a big smile, “Let’s try to eat a little more breakfast, okay?”

Catherine squealed and kicked her legs.

“No!”

“Uh huh.”

Then Aurora turned back to Genesis.

“Alright,” she said carefully. “Are you sure, sweetheart?”

“Yes,” Genesis said, more firmly than she felt. “It’s daytime. And I’ll call my dad while I’m there. I need to check in anyway.”

Aurora studied her face, searching—not for weakness, but for honesty. After a moment, she nodded. Genesis pulled her into a hug. Aurora pulled back slightly to look at her.

“Alright,” she said slowly. “If you need someone else… my mom wouldn’t mind if you called her.”

Genesis smiled, grateful for the net even if she didn’t plan to use it. “I know. But I think my dad will be enough.”

Aurora nodded, accepting that. “Okay.” She squeezed Genesis’s shoulder once, grounding her. “I’ll make you a little list. I know we need oat milk, some bread… apples.”

“The good ones,” Genesis said.

Aurora smiled. “The good ones.” Her hand trailed down Genesis’s arm, and she took Genesis’s hand in hers. “Text me when you’re done.”

“I will.”

Genesis stood to clear her plate, heart thudding—but not spiraling. This time, it didn’t feel like a test.

It felt like positive momentum.

***

Genesis left earlier than she needed to.

She told herself it was practical—traffic, parking, not wanting to rush—but really, she just didn’t want to sit in the house and think about it. The interview sat in her chest like a held breath as she drove, fingers tight on the steering wheel, repeating the directions in her head even though she already knew them.

The elementary school was quiet in that particular midday way—custodial carts lined neatly along the wall, bulletin boards half-stripped for summer, the faint smell of cleaner and old paper. Genesis texted the person she was interviewing with and waited near the entrance, as instructed, before taking a seat on a nearby bench. She’d dressed casually in a blue polo and jeans, red-and-blue Vans high-tops on her feet.

Her knee bounced before she noticed it. She pressed her foot flat against the floor and took a slow breath, then another. You’re fine, she told herself. You’re early. This is normal.

Her phone buzzed.

She glanced down before she could stop herself.

An old notification from YouTube—a name she hadn’t seen in a long time.

Brittany Savoy commented on your video.

Genesis’s stomach dipped.

She hadn’t posted in so long. The channel still existed, frozen in time—thumbnails of a version of herself that felt both familiar and yet so young. Her thumb hovered before she tapped.

Chaotic as ever. Hope you’re doing okay. Love you.

That was it. No punctuation. No emojis.

Her chest tightened anyway.

Chaotic.

Hope you’re doing okay.

Love you.

She reread it, heat crawling up her neck. Was that pity? Was it obligation? Was it a reminder of everything she’d dropped, everything she hadn’t been able to return to?

She locked her phone and shoved it back into her pocket, breath shallow now, pulse loud in her ears.

A door opened down the hall.

“Genesis?”

She looked up.

The man extending his hand smiled politely. “Hi, I’m Charlie.”

Her vision tunneled.

Not completely—not enough to throw her off kilter—but enough that the room felt a little too far away, a little unreal. Charlie. Of course it was. The name hit first, sharp and automatic, her body reacting before her mind could intervene.

She forced herself to stand. You gotta be kidding me.

“Hi,” she said, surprised at how steady her voice sounded. “Nice to meet you.”

They walked together, his tone easy, professional. He talked about schedules, expectations, summers being quieter. Genesis nodded, answered questions, reminded herself—this is not him. This was just a name. A coincidence. A thing she didn’t get to let dictate her life.

Still, by the time it was over, her shoulders ached with the effort of holding herself together.

“You’ll hear back from us soon,” Charlie said kindly.

Genesis smiled. “Thank you.”

She walked out into the sunlight and exhaled hard, like she’d been underwater longer than she realized.

You can’t avoid every Charlie, she told herself as she sat in the car. You can’t.

The grocery store was next.

She stared at the building for a moment before going in, fingers tight around her phone.

“Call Dad,” she muttered under her breath. “Call your dad.”

She dialed before she could talk herself out of it.

“Hey, kiddo,” her dad said after the second ring.

Relief hit her so fast it almost made her dizzy. “Hey,” she said. “Um. I’m having one of those anxiety-attack things. Can we talk while I shop?”

“Of course,” he said immediately. “I’ve got you. Where are you?”

“Grocery store.”

“Oh,” he said, amused. “They have those in the boonies? I thought you just went straight to the farm and picked it yourself.”

Genesis huffed a small laugh. “I think you can. They have strawberry picking.”

“That’s fun,” he said. “Alright, what’s on the list?”

She followed the list Aurora had made—oat milk, bread, granola, soy sauce, apples—narrating as she went, grounding herself in the mundane details. The fluorescent lights still buzzed. Carts clattered past. A child cried somewhere down an aisle. But her dad’s voice stayed steady in her ear, keeping her anchored in the present.

At one point, he said casually, “Oh—I wanted to tell ya. Your stepmom and I were talking about camping this summer. Thinking about renting a cabin near Sebago for a few days.”

Genesis paused by the produce section, fingers resting against a pile of apples. “Really?”

“Yeah,” he said. “The kids are excited. Lila keeps asking if you’ll come. I told her you were staying nearby. She misses you.”

Genesis swallowed, eyes stinging unexpectedly. “Tell her I miss her too.”

“I will,” he said gently. “You doing okay now?”

Genesis looked down at her cart—full, everything checked off. “Yeah,” she said. “I think I am. I feel different here. It’s hard to describe. I’m gonna go check out now.”

“Hey, different can be good,” he said gently. “Maybe we’ll see you soon. I’ll be in touch and let you know when we’re planning the trip.”

“Okay, Dad.”

“Gen,” he added, more serious now. “I appreciate you calling. It’s good to hear that you’re doing alright. Rena was so happy when you texted her. It made her day.”

Warmth spread through Genesis’s chest.

“It’s no problem, I’m very grateful for you both,” she said. “Thanks for talking to me.”

“Any time.”

She ended the call feeling stronger than she had a few minutes earlier.

The cashier was young and chatty, complimented her apples, asked if she’d tried the local cider yet. Genesis smiled, answered, even laughed once—surprised by how natural it felt.

By the time she carried the bags out to the car, her hands were steady again.

The day hadn’t been perfect. It hadn’t been easy.

But she’d done it.

She drove back to the house with the windows cracked, summer air washing through the car. When she pulled into the driveway, groceries riding shotgun, Genesis sat for a moment before getting out—not spiraling, not bracing. Just breathing. Letting the quiet settle back into her bones.

Then she grabbed the bags and went inside.

The front door had barely closed behind her when Genesis heard voices.

Not Aurora’s alone.

Her stomach dipped—not sharply, not yet—just enough to register. She paused in the entryway, keys still in her hand, listening. The voices were low, jovial. Familiar laughter threaded with something else. Stillness.

Sandra, she realized. And another woman.

Genesis stepped farther in, the grocery bags rustling against her leg. Aurora looked up immediately from the kitchen, her expression brightening.

“Oh,” she said, easy and warm. “Hey—you’re back! How was town?”

“Yeah,” Genesis said lightly, forcing her body to keep moving. “Just got in. Town was good.”

Aurora crossed the space without comment, taking the bags from Genesis’s hands in one smooth motion, all in one hand, before Genesis could think about refusing. With her free hand, Aurora’s fingers brushed Genesis’s wrist, then gave her arm a brief, grounding squeeze before she turned toward the kitchen.

Sandra was in the living room, perched comfortably on the edge of the couch, a mug in her hands. Across from her stood a woman Genesis hadn’t met before.

She was smaller than Sandra, narrower somehow, with long, dark curls threaded with gray, worn loose down her back. She didn’t move much. Didn’t fidget. Her presence felt… concentrated. Like she was fully where she was, and nowhere else. She wore a flowing, patterned blouse in deep, earthy colors beneath a black velvet vest, the fabric soft and a little old-fashioned. A long dark skirt brushed her ankles, and a small, ornate pouch hung at her hip on a chain, catching the light when she shifted to look over.

Her gaze lifted the moment Genesis entered.

It wasn’t sharp. It wasn’t invasive.

It was focused.

Genesis felt it like a hand placed gently but firmly between her shoulders.

“Genesis,” Sandra said, smiling. “This is my sister, Linda.”

Linda smiled.

It wasn’t wide or performative. Just a small, knowing curve of the mouth—like she already understood something Genesis hadn’t said yet.

“Hello, Genesis,” Linda said.

Her voice was low and gentle. Grounded. It landed low in Genesis’s chest.

“Hi,” Genesis replied. She adjusted her stance automatically, suddenly aware of her posture, her tone, the way she was holding herself. “Nice to meet you.”

“Likewise,” Linda said. Her attention didn’t waver. It didn’t slide away when Genesis shifted. It stayed—calm, present, unblinking in a way that wasn’t staring.

Aurora moved back into the room, setting the groceries down out of sight, then took up a place near Genesis—not hovering, just close enough to be felt. Her hand rested briefly at Genesis’s lower back before falling away.

Sandra gestured toward the kitchen. “We were just stopping by. I was telling Linda about the gallery and about your drawings.”

Genesis smiled automatically. “All good things, I hope.”

Sandra laughed. “Of course.”

They talked for a few minutes—normal things. Weather. The lake. How beautiful July had been this year. Linda listened more than she spoke, nodding occasionally, asking one or two questions that felt… precise. Not probing. Just exact.

“Genesis has been doing some great sketches. They are far better than mine!” Sandra said.

They all chuckled at that.

“Are you the kind of person who needs to plan, Genesis, or do you let things unfold?”

“I’m not sure.”

Linda nodded once, her eyes creasing when she smiled, as if Genesis had just offered the most sage wisdom.

She didn’t feel panicked. Just a little on display and reading too deeply into the whole thing.

Something in her chest began to tighten.

When Linda mentioned all of them getting together—her place, across the water—Genesis felt it before she thought it.

“Oh,” she said. “Yeah. I’ve heard about your house.”

Linda’s eyes warmed. “You’re welcome any time.”

Sandra grinned. “We’ll make it official. Brunch soon.”

“That would be wonderful,” Aurora added.

Genesis nodded. “I’d like that.”

She meant it, even if she felt like she balancing something fragile inside herself, something that had held together all day and was now… thinning.

A few minutes later, Sandra and Linda gathered their things. Linda touched Genesis’s arm briefly as she passed—not lingering, not pressing—and Genesis felt the contact echo long after it ended.

When the door closed behind them, the house went quiet again.

Genesis stood where she was.

Aurora turned toward her immediately. She didn’t ask how it went. She didn’t comment. She just watched Genesis’s face, reading.

“Aunt Linda can be a little intense. Energetically. I’m sorry if that was too much.”

Genesis walked toward the wall near the stairs and rested her forehead against it. Her hands hung at her sides, empty now. She didn’t cry. She didn’t hyperventilate.

She just stood there, breathing shallowly, eyes closed.

Aurora crossed the space at once, one hand firm at Genesis’s back, the other settling at her shoulder.

“Hey,” she said. “That was a lot.”

Genesis nodded against the wall. “I don’t think it was just that.”

Aurora didn’t argue. “Okay.”

After a moment, she asked gently, “Did something happen while you were out? How’d your interview go?”

Genesis swallowed. “Fine, it was okay. I think so. Something happened though… I’m not sure yet.”

“That’s alright,” Aurora said. “You don’t have to explain it right now, okay?”

She shifted her stance slightly, angling her body so Genesis didn’t feel cornered. “Let’s go upstairs,” she said quietly. “You can lie down. We’ll sort it out later.”

Genesis pushed away from the wall without resistance, letting Aurora guide her, step by step, up the stairs—not as someone being rescued, but as someone being held in mind.

Upstairs, the bedroom was dim and cool, the late afternoon light softened by half-drawn curtains. Aurora guided Genesis to sit on the edge of the bed, then settled beside her—close, but not crowding.

“Do you want quiet,” Aurora asked gently, “or do you want to talk?”

Genesis stared at the floor for a moment, weighing it. “Talk,” she said. “But… slow.”

Aurora nodded. “Okay.”

She waited a beat before asking, “Do you need to lie down, or is sitting alright?”

“Sitting’s fine.”

Aurora shifted just enough that their knees touched. She rested a hand on Genesis’s thigh—steady, familiar—and left it there.

Genesis took a breath. Then another.

“Where’s Catherine?” she asked quietly.

“Napping,” Aurora said plainly. “She went down not long ago. We’ve got some space.”

That helped. Genesis’s shoulders lowered a fraction.

“I feel like I can’t do things anymore,” Genesis said. “Normal things.” She rubbed her hands together. “I used to work at a café. It was loud. Busy. People everywhere. And now… having someone in the house, other than you and Catherine, feels like too much sometimes.”

Aurora didn’t rush to reassure her. She just listened.

“The interview was already nerve-wracking,” Genesis continued. “And then his name was Charlie.” Her voice tightened. “I know it’s just a name. I know that. But my body didn’t.”

Aurora nodded once. “That makes sense. That’s not a small thing.”

Genesis let out a shaky breath. “Then Brittany commented on one of my old videos. She was… nice. And now I feel like I owe her something. Like I have to meet her. Hear her out. Like if I don’t, I’m avoiding everything.”

Aurora’s thumb moved in a slow, grounding stroke where it rested against Genesis’s leg. “Do you want to meet her?”

Genesis shook her head. “I don’t know. I just feel like I’m supposed to.”

“Only do it if you want to, you’re not supposed to do anything you don’t want to. Not now,” Aurora said gently.

Genesis swallowed. “And Linda was kind. She didn’t do anything wrong. But her presence was… intense, like you said. Like she could really see me. And now there’s brunch and I don’t know if I can handle that either.”

She laughed, but it didn’t quite land. “I feel like I’m running from everything.”

Aurora leaned in just slightly. “You’re not running,” she said. “You’re regulating.”

Genesis frowned. “It doesn’t feel like that.”

“I know.” Aurora’s voice stayed calm. “But there’s a difference between avoidance and pacing. Right now, your system is overloaded. So everything feels urgent.”

She paused, then added: “You don’t have to decide anything today.”

Genesis’s breath hitched. “None of it?”

“None of it,” Aurora said. “Not Brittany. Not brunch. Not the job. Not who you used to be or should be.”

Genesis stared at the wall, then nodded slowly.

Aurora continued, “When things stack like this, it helps to bring it back to now.” She didn’t instruct—just offered. “Can you tell me what you’re noticing in your body?”

Genesis closed her eyes. “My chest is tight. My shoulders hurt. My stomach feels… buzzy.”

Aurora nodded. “Okay. Put your feet flat on the floor.”

Genesis did.

“Good. Press them down,” Aurora said. “Just notice the pressure.”

They sat like that for a moment, breathing in sync.

“I feel like a burden. All the time.”

“You’re not a burden,” Aurora added quietly. “You’re someone who had a full day and didn’t collapse. That counts. That’s very brave.”

Genesis leaned into her then, finally, resting her head against Aurora’s shoulder.

“I don’t feel brave,” she murmured.

“You don’t have to,” Aurora said. “You just have to breathe.”

Genesis exhaled, long and slow, the weight in her chest easing just enough to relax a little.

Aurora stayed seated beside her at the end of the bed, glancing her way occasionally. She didn’t rush the next moment. She let Genesis breathe, let the quiet settle again.

After a beat, Aurora shifted her hand to Genesis’s lower back—firm, grounding.

“Let’s lay down,” she murmured.

It wasn’t a question.

Genesis nodded and stood with her. They moved together toward the head of the bed, Aurora guiding without hurry. She pulled the blankets back and gestured Genesis forward, waiting until she climbed in before following.

“Here,” Aurora murmured.

Genesis lay on her side first, shoulders still tense, eyes blinking too fast. Aurora lay down beside her, close but not pressing, then drew the blankets up around them both. She adjusted the pillow beneath Genesis’s head with care, smoothing the fabric until Genesis’s neck finally relaxed into it.

“Do you want me to rub your back?”

“Yes.”

Genesis rolled onto her stomach.

“Shirt up or?”

“Yes, shirt up.” Genesis shimmied it up to her armpits.

Only then did Aurora place her hands on her again.

She started at Genesis’s back, palms warm, movements slow and intentional. Her thumbs pressed gently along either side of Genesis’s spine, working downward in steady strokes that didn’t ask for anything in return.

Genesis’s breath hitched.

Her body betrayed her before her words could. A quiet sound slipped out of her—more ache than noise—and her shoulders began to shake.

“I’m stupid,” Genesis said, voice breaking, tears forming.

Aurora didn’t stop. “No,” she replied calmly. “Genesis, you’re not stupid.”

Genesis curled her legs inward, tears spilling freely now. She turned toward Aurora, instinct pulling her closer, and pressed her face into Aurora’s chest. The fabric of Aurora’s shirt caught the tears as Genesis finally let go.

Aurora wrapped herself around her immediately.

One arm cradled Genesis’s head, fingers threading through her hair. The other settled firmly between Genesis’s shoulder blades, holding her close enough that there was nowhere else to go.

“I’ve got you,” Aurora said, low and steady. “You’re safe.”

Genesis cried harder then—deep, quiet sobs that shook her whole body. Aurora rocked her slowly, a gentle rhythm that anchored rather than distracted. She didn’t hush her. She didn’t tell her to breathe.

She simply held her.

Minutes passed. Genesis's sobs quieted, then broke into uneven breaths. She stayed curled against Aurora, fingers still gripping her shirt, like letting go might undo the fragile calm that had settled in.

Aurora pressed a gentle kiss on the top of Genesis's head. Her arms remained firm and sure around her, a quiet promise without words.

Genesis's hand slid under Aurora's shirt, her movements slow and tentative. She came up to Aurora's breast, kneading it carefully, her eyes watching Aurora's face for permission.

“Mommy...” she murmured, her voice thick with unshed tears.

Aurora looked at her with adoration, her thumbs gently wiping away the last traces of Genesis's tears before pressing a kiss to her forehead.

“You're hungry?” Aurora asked.

Genesis nodded, her breath catching. “Yes, Mommy. I need you.”

Aurora's hands moved with gentle purpose, gathering the fabric of her shirt and lifting it slowly, giving Genesis time to watch. The nursing bra beneath was simple and practical, but Aurora's fingers paused at the clasp, offering Genesis the choice.

Genesis's fingers found the clasp, trembling slightly as she worked it open. The fabric fell away, and Aurora's breast spilled free, full and warm in the dim light. Genesis leaned in, her lips parting as she took the nipple into her mouth with a gentle sigh of relief. It hardened against her tongue, and she began to knead gently, her palm cupping the soft weight. The sensation sent a shiver through Genesis, her body responding instantly to the warm milk as she suckled, her movements slow and firm. Aurora's fingers tangled in Genesis's hair, stroking gently as her other hand traced soothing circles down Genesis's back. “That's my good girl,” Aurora murmured, her voice a low, comforting hum. “Mommy's here. Just relax now.”

More tears came, hot and sudden, and Genesis whimpered against Aurora's skin. Aurora held her closer, pressing tender kisses to her temple, her cheek, the corner of her eye.

“Shhh, baby. You're perfect. Everything's fine now. Mommy's got you.”

Genesis's body trembled, but her suckling grew steadier, more rhythmic. Aurora's fingers continued their soothing circles on her back, her other hand cupping the back of Genesis's head, holding her close.

“You're so brave,” Aurora whispered. “So strong for Mommy. Just let it all out. I'm right here.”

Genesis's body arched, a sharp cry tearing from her throat as the orgasm crashed through her. Aurora held her tight, her arms steady as waves of pleasure pulsed through Genesis's trembling form. Milk spilled from Genesis's lips, trailing in warm rivulets down Aurora's breast.

Heat flooded Genesis's cheeks as she pulled back, her eyes wide, embarrassment settling over her. “I'm so sorry,” she whispered, her voice thick with shame.

Aurora just smiled, her fingers gently tilting Genesis's chin up. “It's okay, baby. I'm not mad.” She reached for the side table, pulling a wet wipe from the container. With tender care, she cleaned Genesis's face first, then her own breast, her movements gentle and reassuring.

Aurora pulled her shirt and bra off completely, dropping them to the floor. “Do you want my tongue, baby?” she murmured, her voice low and warm. “I'd like to clean you up down there, too.”

Genesis nodded, her breath catching. “Yes. Yes, Mommy. Lick my pussy clean.”

Aurora smirked and moved to get between Genesis's legs. Her fingers hooked under the waistband of Genesis's pants, pausing. Genesis met her eyes and nodded again. “Please. Yes.”

Aurora slowly pulled down Genesis's pants and boxers, her touch gentle and firm. She settled between Genesis's legs, her hands finding Genesis's and lacing their fingers together over Genesis's hips. Aurora's tongue moved with practiced care, slow and loving against Genesis's clit. Genesis gasped, her back arching as Aurora's movements grew more focused, more intense.

Her hips ground instinctively against Aurora's tongue, seeking more of that delicious friction. A cry escaped her lips as the pleasure mounted, sharp and overwhelming. Their fingers remained laced together, as Genesis's head fell back against the pillows, her body trembling with the force of her release.

The orgasm had been softer this time, a gentle crest that left her breathless and trembling. Aurora held her through it, her tongue slowing but not stopping until Genesis stilled completely.

Aurora crawled up, hovering over her, her wet nipples brushing against Genesis's shirt. She bent down and kissed her, their tongues twirling together in a slow dance. Aurora settled next to her and pulled the blankets up over them.

“Better now?” Aurora asked, her voice warm and low.

“Yes, that was perfect.”

Genesis's hands wandered over Aurora's back while Aurora caressed Genesis's ass. Genesis's hand drifted down to the waistband of Aurora's pants.

“Do you want a bath?” Aurora murmured.

“No, I want to touch you.”

“Oh no, I'm okay.”

“Please, I feel like I never do anything for you. Please let me. I want to feel you.”

“Okay,” Aurora murmured.

Genesis's fingers moved carefully back to Aurora’s waistband. She hesitated for just a moment, biting her lip, her eyes searching Aurora's face for permission. Aurora nodded, her expression gentle and encouraging.

Genesis's hand slipped beneath the fabric, exploring the soft curls there. She watched Aurora's face as she found the growing wetness, as Aurora's breath hitched at the contact. Genesis's fingers moved slowly, deliberately, tracing the sensitive folds and her inner thigh.

Aurora gasped, her hips shifting slightly. “That's my good girl,” she murmured, her voice thick and sultry. “Just like that, baby.”

Genesis's cheeks flushed at the praise, her movements growing more confident. She parted Aurora's folds with gentle fingers, revealing the sensitive clit beneath. Aurora watched her, eyes dark and lingering as Genesis began to stroke, her touch firm and rhythmic.

“You're doing so well,” Aurora whispered, her fingers tangling in Genesis's hair. “Mommy's so proud of you.”

Genesis pulled back slightly, her eyes open and pleading. “Lay back, let me please you, Mommy.”

She leaned in, her hair falling forward, pressing kisses along Aurora's neck before sucking gently on the sensitive skin. When Aurora remained quiet, Genesis froze, a sudden panic rising in her chest. She pulled back.

“I'm sorry, I'm doing it wrong.”

“You're doing fine,” Aurora murmured, her voice low and reassuring. “Can I show you?”

Genesis nodded, relief washing over her. “Yes.”

“Lay down next to me.”

Genesis shifted, settling beside Aurora as Aurora's hand came down to gently guide Genesis's fingers between her own legs. Genesis watched Aurora's face intently, searching for any sign of pleasure.

“That's the right spot,” Aurora said softly. “I just like it harder than you do.” She pressed down on Genesis's fingers, demonstrating the pressure she preferred, and took a sharp inhale of air.

“Okay, you like it hard? That's incredibly hot,” Genesis breathed, her cheeks flushing.

“Do you want to try it?”

“Yes.”

“Just go about three times harder than you were.”

Aurora's hand remained close on Genesis's wrist, a steady presence as Genesis adjusted her touch, her movements growing more confident with Aurora's guidance. She bit her lip watching Aurora bare chest rise and fall, her breath becoming deeper.

“You’re so pretty,” Aurora whispered.

Genesis met her gaze, their eyes locking as heat crept up her neck. She looked away quickly, blinking back tears before they could really form.

Aurora sighed, her head falling back against the pillows, a soft sound escaping her throat. Genesis watched, fascinated, as Aurora's legs shifted, crossing at the ankles. The movement drew Genesis's attention, her eyes tracing the line of Aurora's thighs.

“That's how I like it, like that,” Aurora murmured.

Genesis mouth fell open, stunned, she leaned down, her lips parting as she took Aurora's nipple into her mouth with a sigh. Aurora watched her through lidded eyes, her gaze heavy as Genesis's tongue flicked openly against the sensitive peak, just so Aurora could see it. Genesis circled it in large, messy strokes of her tongue, her movements slow and teasing. Aurora's hand came up to Genesis's back, fingers tracing the curve of her spine before tangling in her hair. She bunched it up and gave it a gentle tug.

“Pull it harder,” Genesis murmured against Aurora's skin, her voice muffled but clear.

Genesis leaned down again, sucking harder this time, her eyes watching Aurora's face as Aurora's gaze remained fixed on her mouth, breath ragged and deep, her tongue grazing her top lip slowly. Then Aurora tugged her hair again, harder this time, just as Genesis had asked, biting her lower lip. A moan escaped Genesis before she could stop it.

Aurora's breath hitched, her back arching as the pleasure built. Genesis watched her face, mesmerized by the way Aurora's lips parted, the gasp that escaped them. When Aurora came, it was with a sharp cry that sent a jolt straight through Genesis, her fingers tightening in Genesis's hair, another moan escaping her. Genesis didn't stop, her fingers continuing to work, drawing out every last tremor of Aurora's release. Aurora's hips rocked against Genesis's fingers, a slow, rhythmic motion that sent fresh waves of pleasure through her body. Genesis held her close, her free hand stroking Aurora's hairline as she began to still, her breathing gradually returning to normal. The room was quiet now, save for the soft sounds of their breathing and the gentle rustle of sheets as they shifted. Aurora's fingers released from Genesis's hair, her eyes looking her over. Genesis leaned down to kiss her.

“I’m sorry if that was too much,” Aurora murmured against her mouth. “If it was too rough.”

“No,” Genesis said, steady despite the heat still buzzing through her. “I liked it. I actually loved it.”

Aurora searched her eyes. “Are you sure?”

“I promise,” Genesis whispered. She meant it.

Genesis shifted, her body moving with a newfound confidence as she settled over Aurora. Their lips met in a kiss that was slow and deep. Aurora's hands came to rest on Genesis's hips, her touch light and reassuring as Genesis's fingers tangled in her hair, tilting her head to deepen the kiss. Genesis's thigh slipped between Aurora's legs, pressing against her with gentle pressure. Aurora's breath hitched, a soft sound escaping into Genesis's mouth as their bodies moved together. Heat pooled low in Genesis's belly, a slow burn that matched the rhythm of their kiss.

The baby monitor on the side table crackled.

They both stilled.

Aurora shifted first, careful not to jostle Genesis, and reached to turn the volume up slightly. Catherine’s breathing came through steady and calm.

“I should check on her,” Aurora said quietly.

Genesis nodded, still warm and slightly breathless.

Aurora slipped out of bed and crossed into the attached bathroom, moving quickly but without urgency. Genesis listened to the sound of the sink turning on, the rustle of fabric as Aurora freshened up—brushing her teeth, brushing her hair, steady and practiced.

Something in Genesis loosened.

She sat up.

The decision came with quiet certainty. Just a simple sense of I want to be there.

Genesis dressed quickly and followed, pausing in the doorway of the bathroom. Aurora looked up at the sound, a robe tied loosely around her waist, a small smile already forming.

“Hey,” Aurora said.

Genesis hesitated for half a second, then stepped inside. “I thought I’d come with you,” she said. “If that’s okay.”

Aurora’s smile deepened—not surprised, just warm. “Of course it is.”

Genesis moved to the sink beside her, splashing cool water on her face, then washing her hands carefully. The mirror reflected them standing there together, quiet and intimate, sharing the small domestic rhythm of the moment.

When Genesis looked up again, Aurora was watching her—not assessing, not questioning. Just present.

“Ready?” Aurora asked.

Genesis nodded. “Yeah.”

Aurora turned off the light and they stepped back into the hallway side by side, Genesis’s heart steady in a way it hadn’t been before.

Not bracing.

Not waiting.

Just going with her.


Chapter Seven

By the end of July, the summer heat had finally set in.

The days grew brighter, warmer, stretching long and unbroken beneath clear skies. Mornings arrived gently now, light slipping through the windows instead of pressing in. Genesis stopped waking with the sense that she had to brace herself before getting out of bed. The hours didn’t demand so much. They simply waited.

She heard back about the job a few days later.

They offered her the position.

Genesis thanked them for their time and said no thank you.

The decision surprised her with how calm it felt. There was no spike of panic afterward, no immediate regret. Just a quiet knowing that this wasn’t the moment. Not yet. She told herself it wasn’t the end of trying—only a pause—and for once, that didn’t feel like an excuse.

Sandra spent most mornings outside now, sketchbook balanced on her knees, sunhat pulled low as she worked. Genesis joined her some days, but not all. An hour here, two there. No pressure to stay. No need to perform productivity. They talked a little, worked a little, and let the silence do the rest.

One morning, Genesis hesitated before speaking, fingers smudged with graphite. “Hey Sandra… I just wanted to say—I’m sorry if I was weird the other day. When your sister came over.”

Sandra looked up, genuinely puzzled. “Weird?”

“Yeah,” Genesis said. “I don’t know. Quiet. Awkward.”

Sandra laughed warmly. “Gen, I didn’t notice anything like that.” She tipped her head, considering. “You seemed… normal. Thoughtful, maybe.”

Genesis let out a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. “Oh.”

“It was nice of you to meet her,” Sandra added, smiling, “she really liked you.”

That stayed with Genesis throughout the morning as she wondered why.

When she wasn’t at Sandra’s, she filled her days wandering the edges of the property, phone tucked into her pocket, field guide under her arm. She learned the names of things. Queen Anne’s lace. Black-eyed Susan. Yarrow. She knelt in the grass, careful and attentive, tracing leaves with her fingers, sketching shapes and notes beside them like she was cataloguing a new language.

One day at noon-time, she brought a small bundle of wildflowers back to the house, hand around the stems. She laid them out on the kitchen table and launched into explanation without realizing she was doing it—where she’d found each one, what it was called, which ones thrived in sun and which preferred shade.

Aurora listened, leaning against the counter, amused and visibly touched. “You sound like you’re presenting a thesis,” she said lightly.

Genesis laughed, a little embarrassed. “Sorry.”

“Don’t be,” Aurora said. “You’re adorable.”

A beetle crawled out from between the stems then, shiny and quick.

Genesis yelped and jumped back. “Oh my god, no, no—”

Aurora stepped in without hesitation, cupping the insect in her palm. “Hey,” she said calmly. “It’s fine.”

Genesis watched in horrified fascination as Aurora carried it outside and set it gently on the porch railing. “You’re insane,” Genesis said when she came back in.

Aurora smiled. “It’s just a bug, honey.”

Genesis shook her head. “I could never.”

“That’s alright,” Aurora said. “I’m here so you don’t have to.”

Some mornings, Aurora brushed Genesis’s hair after they woke up, slow and methodical, focusing on her scalp the way she knew calmed her best. Genesis sat cross-legged on the bed, eyes half-closed, the steady rhythm easing her into stillness.

“Any word on the job search?” Aurora asked once, casual.

Genesis hesitated, then said, “I got the job. I turned it down.”

Aurora didn’t stop brushing. “Oh, did you?”

“I just… wasn’t ready,” Genesis added.

“That’s completely fine. You know you best,” Aurora said simply.

Genesis nodded, grateful, letting the brush pass through her hair again. After a moment, Aurora asked, “Have you gamed at all?”

Genesis shook her head. “No. I feel like I haven’t earned it. Like, by working?”

Aurora paused then, just long enough for Genesis to notice. “You don’t need to earn it,” she said gently. “Socializing with your friends is good, you should try a little today.”

“Okay, I will,” Genesis said.

Aurora smiled and brushed her hair once more down her back, slow and thorough. “Good. Just give it a try for me.”

Genesis nodded, the weight of it settling into her chest in a way that felt… supportive instead of heavy.

Later that afternoon, she booted up her computer and slipped on her headset, the familiar startup chime grounding her more than she expected it to. Discord bloomed across the screen. Green lights everywhere.

They were already on.

“GENESIS,” Bobby shouted immediately. “SHE LIVES.”

Genesis laughed, sinking into her chair. “Barely. What did I miss?”

“Nothing,” Todd said calmly. “Bobby died twice in the first five minutes.”

“Lies,” Bobby protested. “It was lag.”

Sherry’s voice cut in, warm and apologetic. “Hey Genesis—sorry I’ve been MIA lately on Snap. New job’s kicking my ass.”

“It’s okay,” Genesis said easily. And she meant it. “Congrats again, though.”

“Thanks,” Sherry said. “I swear I’ll be normal again soon. We’ll restart the streak.”

They loaded into the game, the rhythm returning fast—callouts, jokes, Bobby talking over everyone, Todd quietly competent in the background. Genesis settled in, fingers moving without thought.

A few minutes in, Larissa said, “Genesis. You sound… different.”

Genesis blinked. “Different how?”

“I don’t know,” Larissa said slowly. “Calmer? You’re talking slower. Your voice sounds low and sexy.”

Laughter came through in her headphones from the whole group.

Todd hummed in agreement. “Yeah, agreed. You seem… so relaxed.”

Genesis smiled to herself, eyes on the screen. “Huh? I didn’t even know.”

Sherry laughed. “You’ve grown. Your new wife has changed you.”

Genesis shrugged, even though they couldn’t see it. “She’s very calming. Makes sense.”

“Huh,” Bobby said. “Touching grass changed you.”

“Don’t push it,” Genesis shot back, grinning.

They played for over an hour. Genesis died less than usual. She laughed more. When she messed up, it didn’t spiral—it just passed. At one point, she caught herself leaning back in her chair, shoulders loose, breath easy.

When they finally logged off, Sherry lingered.

“Hey,” she said quietly. “You really do sound good, Gen. Like… well? You sound well.”

Genesis swallowed, surprised by the lump in her throat. “Thanks.”

After she disconnected, the room felt warm and quiet. She pulled off her headset and sat there for a moment, the echo of her friends’ voices still lingering—familiar, steady, but also different.

Downstairs she heard a faint sound in Aurora’s office, maybe the window being opened.

Genesis smiled, already feeling the pull of her again—not urgent, not desperate.

Just present and magnetic.

***

The next morning, the air was already warm when Sandra walked up the path from the trees, canvas tote slung over one shoulder.

Genesis and Aurora were sitting together on the small wooden bench near the edge of the yard, the lake just visible through the leaves. Aurora’s legs were stretched out, resting comfortably across Genesis’s lap. Genesis’s hand lay on Aurora’s thigh, absentminded and steady, her thumb tracing slow, familiar arcs as she listened to Aurora talk.

“…and I’ll probably finish those notes before lunch,” Aurora was saying, voice relaxed. “If I get a chance, I might take Catherine down to the water later after work, if she isn’t too fussy.”

Genesis hummed, content to listen.

Aurora noticed Sandra first and shifted, brushing Genesis’s knee gently before standing. “That’s Mom. I’ll go get Catherine.”

Genesis nodded and stayed where she was, letting the morning settle around her.

Sandra came closer, sunlight catching in the silver strands of her hair. “Morning,” she said easily.

“Hello,” Genesis replied.

They sat in companionable quiet for a moment, the sounds of the lake and the breeze filling the space.

“I’m heading to the gallery this morning,” Sandra said casually. “Dropping off the paintings for the opening.” She hesitated just long enough to make her meaning clear. “I was wondering if you might want to come with me. Just to help carry things in. Totally up to you.”

Genesis felt something lift in her chest. “I think I’d like that,” she said. “I’d love to get out. And I want to see the gallery.”

Sandra smiled, warm and pleased. “Good. We won’t stay long. Just a drop-off.”

Aurora returned then with Catherine tucked against her shoulder, her hair ruffled from sleep.

“What are you up to today, Mom?”

Sandra glanced between them. “Genesis is coming with me to drop off some paintings at the gallery,” she said to Aurora.

Aurora looked at Genesis, checking in without words. Genesis leaned in and kissed her gently.

“Oh, alright. That sounds good,” Aurora said.

“I’ll be back soon,” Genesis said.

Aurora smiled. “Have fun. I should get to work.”

They parted ways, Aurora watching them as they walked down the stairs and into the yard. She waved once as Genesis turned to look at her.

Genesis followed nearby down the path through the trees, Sandra walking slightly ahead with Catherine balanced easily on her hip.

“Oh, my back is barkin’ today,” Sandra said as they went. “I’ll just take something for it and then we can start moving the paintings to the car.”

“Are you alright?” Genesis asked.

“Oh, yeah. Just the usual,” Sandra said with a laugh. “Feels like I slept on a hay bale all night.”

Genesis smiled, a little concerned, as they reached the back porch. She considered offering to hold Catherine, then talked herself out of it. Inside, Sandra crossed the kitchen and set Catherine gently into the playpen tucked into the corner.

“Now you wait here for a few minutes,” Sandra said, wagging a finger playfully. “But don’t get too comfortable—we’re going into town soon.”

Catherine let out a delighted laugh, bouncing in place.

“Mama!” Catherine said clearly.

“Grand-Mama!” Sandra teased.

Near the front door, canvases were stacked neatly against the wall, each wrapped in brown craft paper and secured with strips of masking tape. They ranged in size—some no bigger than a small tablet, others stretching nearly the span of Genesis’s arms.

Sandra bent to scoop up a couple with practiced ease. “Don’t worry about dropping them,” she said. “These things are durable as heck.”

Genesis laughed. “Okay.”

Together, they carried the paintings out to the car, loading them gingerly into the open trunk of the Cadillac. Fifteen in all—small and large—fitting snugly without much effort.

Sandra closed the trunk with a satisfied click.

“That’s a nice car,” Genesis said.

“Faithful,” Sandra replied. “I’ve had it since the eighties. Can you believe it?”

“Wow,” Genesis said. “I didn’t think they ran that long.”

“They do if you take care of them,” Sandra said, smiling. “I think we’re all set. I just need to grab the little sprout. Oh—and take a painkiller. Be right back.”

She turned toward the house, leaving Genesis standing beside the car. Sunlight warmed her shoulders, the air still and bright. The morning felt full—not heavy, not empty—just full.

Still, her hands twisted together at her waist. Habit. Nerves.

Breathe, Aurora’s voice surfaced in her mind, calm and steady. Let it pass.

Genesis inhaled slowly, letting each breath wash over her, then let it go.

Sandra reappeared with Catherine balanced on her hip, and before Genesis could overthink it, they were loading into the car. The Cadillac rolled smoothly down the road, the ride quiet but easy. Sandra turned on the radio—oldies crackling through the speakers—and began to sing to Catherine in the back seat.

“Bad, bad Leroy Brown,” she sang cheerfully, “baddest man in the whole dang town!”

Catherine giggled, delighted. Genesis glanced back and waved. Catherine waved back, clumsy and enthusiastic, and something in Genesis’s chest loosened. She realized then just how much she missed her step-siblings.

The gallery was already open when they arrived. Sandra carried the first painting inside, and one of the gallery owners—a man with paint on his hands—came out to help. Genesis reached for one of the wrapped canvases, but Sandra shook her head.

“You don’t have to, let’s let Larry do the liftin’,” she said easily pointing her thumb at the man. “Why don’t I get Catherine into her stroller and you two can walk around together? Just look.”

“That sounds nice,” Genesis said.

Sandra settled Catherine into the stroller and pointed toward the entrance. “Gallery door is over there.”

Genesis pushed the stroller into the gallery, her steps cautious at first. The space was quiet, airy. Only one other pair stood near the far wall—she assumed they were a couple—heads bent in conversation.

There were drawings and sculptures scattered throughout, textures and shapes she didn’t quite have words for yet. Then something caught her eye.

A bowl.

It was cracked. Each fracture traced with fine veins of gold. Another piece nearby, then another. Cups, plates, vessels—all broken, all mended.

She moved closer, nudging the stroller forward so she could read the small placard beside it.

Satoshi Tanaka

Japanese-American artist

Kintsugi—”golden joinery”

An art of repair. Broken pieces are rejoined with gold, not hidden. The object becomes new, still usable, and often more beautiful than it was before.

Genesis stared at the words, her breath shallow. There was a small square photo of the artist—a man in his 40s, she guessed.

She realized then that the pair she’d thought were visitors weren’t a couple at all—one of them was the artist himself. As the other person drifted away, he glanced in Genesis’s direction, nodded once, and said gently, “Let me know if you have any questions.”

Genesis nodded back, unable to speak.

She stayed there for several minutes, taking it all in—the lines, the gold, the refusal to disguise damage, intentionally. When Sandra appeared beside her again, Genesis hadn’t noticed her approach.

“Aren’t they lovely?” Sandra said. “Some of my favorites in the show.”

“Yes,” Genesis said. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

“There’s real gold powder in each one,” Sandra said. “I think it’s a brilliant way to mend something broken. I might even buy one, if there are any left afterward.”

Genesis hummed, eyes still lingering on the bowls.

“You keep looking, I’ll be right back.”

“Okay.”

Sandra took the stroller back gently, greeting the artist briefly, and Genesis wandered the gallery one last time—quietly moved, holding the feeling so it wouldn’t startle away.

When they left, Genesis said, almost shyly, “I’ve never really been to an art gallery. Not like this. Only ones put together at the art college.”

Sandra smiled. “Neat, huh? Sometimes you stumble into good things. It can be a really nice reset, like a palette cleanser.”

They drove home slowly, no rush. Sandra glanced over. “Need anything? To stop anywhere? I’ve got time.”

Genesis shook her head. She felt light. Open. She looked out at the lake as it came into view between the trees. “Do you think the water’s warm enough to go swimming yet?”

Sandra chuckled. “Oh, definitely. Though I’ve been swimming since early spring. Ha!”

Catherine echoed from the back seat, “Ha!”

They all laughed.

Sandra dropped Genesis off at the house, then continued on with Catherine toward her own place a few houses down. Genesis stood for a moment after they left, the quiet settling around her.

Something had shifted. Not dramatically. Not all at once.

But enough to notice.

She went inside.

***

The next day, Aurora came out from her office just after lunch, stretching slightly as she closed the door behind her.

“Well,” she said lightly, “I guess I’m all done for the day. My two o’clock canceled.”

“Really?” Genesis was sitting on the couch, knees tucked under her, waiting for her without quite realizing she had been.

Aurora crossed the room and sat down on Genesis’s lap without hesitation, settling her weight comfortably there. “Really.” She glanced toward the windows, sunlight spilling in. “And wow, it’s really nice out. What are you hungry for today?”

“I don’t know,” Genesis said, but she wasn’t thinking about food. Her gaze stayed on Aurora’s face, tracing familiar details—the way her mouth curved when she smiled, the calm steadiness in her eyes, her angled yet soft brows. “You’re… striking. Like, really gorgeous,” she said after a moment. “Every time I see you, it still hits me. Like the first time.”

Aurora smiled, a little amused, a little touched, and leaned in to kiss her. “That’s very sweet.”

“I used to hear people say things like that and think it was corny,” Genesis said quietly. “But now I get it. I really do.”

Aurora wrapped her arms around her, holding her close. They stayed like that for a few minutes, curled together on the couch, Genesis’s cheek resting against Aurora’s shoulder, the afternoon settling around them.

After a while, Aurora shifted slightly. “Would you want to go for another hike?”

Genesis jerked back instinctively, laughing even as her mind flashed to the tick, the clinic, the sharp edge of panic. “No! Too soon.”

Aurora laughed too. “Okay, okay. My bad. That’s fine.”

“What about swimming?” Genesis offered quickly. “Like… actually swimming. Not just standing at the edge.”

Aurora’s eyes lit up. “Oh, that would be fun. We could pack a picnic and go to the beach. There’s a little private one—hardly anyone knows about it.”

“I’d love that,” Genesis said. “Let’s do it.”

“Alright,” Aurora said. “I’ll just text my mom, see if she wants to come with Catherine.”

She stood and headed into the kitchen, clearly pleased by the plan. Genesis followed and leaned against the counter as Aurora opened the fridge.

“Oh,” Genesis said, remembering. “I forgot to tell you—my dad and stepmom might be going camping on Sebago this summer. Bringing the kids, too.”

Aurora glanced over her shoulder. “Really? I’d love to meet them. I mean—if you want.”

“That would be really nice,” Genesis said, though her voice wavered slightly.

Aurora caught it immediately. “Hey,” she said gently. “Something on your mind?”

Genesis hesitated. “I guess I’m just worried about not having a job. About what I’ll say I’ve been doing this whole time.”

Aurora stepped closer, after setting a few things down, and rested her hands at Genesis’s waist. “Oh, honey. I’m sure they’ll just be happy to see you.”

Genesis exhaled. “Yeah. Maybe you’re right.”

Aurora turned back to the counter, laying out the lettuce, deli meat, and bread. Her phone buzzed beside Genesis.

“Oh,” Aurora said. “That’s probably my mom. What did she say?”

Genesis tilted her head to read the screen. “Went to Linda’s. Maybe another time. Have fun!”

“Huh,” Aurora said, lifting her eyebrows playfully. “I guess it’s just you and me.”

Genesis felt herself blush. “Do you need help making those?”

Aurora smiled. “Yeah. Come here.”

They stood side by side, assembling sandwiches, bumping elbows now and then, moving around each other with easy familiarity. Genesis packed the cooler while Aurora wrapped everything up, the kitchen filling with the quiet, easy rhythm of preparation.

It felt simple.

And it felt right.

Aurora led the way upstairs and Genesis followed her into the bedroom.

“I’ll probably just wear a tank top and shorts,” she said over her shoulder, already opening drawers. “But I’ve got bathing suits if you’d rather.”

“That’s fine,” Genesis said. “I’ll just wear a T-shirt and shorts.”

They changed in easy silence. Aurora gathered hats and sunscreen, then added beach towels to the bag, the efficiency familiar now. On the porch, they sat side by side while Aurora opened the sunscreen.

“Arms first,” she said gently.

They took turns spreading it on—slow, deliberate motions, palms warm against skin. Genesis leaned forward so Aurora could reach the back of her neck; Aurora tilted her head so Genesis could smooth sunscreen along her shoulders. It was unhurried, intimate in the way that felt both practical and loving.

A few minutes later, they loaded the cooler and beach bag into Aurora’s SUV.

“It’s not too far,” Aurora said as she pulled onto the road. “Just a short drive.”

The pavement gave way to a bumpy dirt road, the car rocking slightly as they went. Genesis glanced out the window, nerves flickering.

“Okay,” she said lightly, “this is a little… sus, Aurora.”

Aurora laughed. “Just trust me. This is the way.”

Genesis looked over at her, then nodded. “Okay. I can try.”

Aurora parked near a small clearing. There were no other cars. No voices. Just trees and the hush of summer.

They grabbed the cooler and the beach bag.

“It’s just a few minutes this way,” Aurora said.

They walked side by side in their sandals, the path narrowing as trees gave way to brush. Then the land opened up—and suddenly, there it was.

The beach was small and quiet, a pale curve of sand meeting clear blue water. The lake stretched wide and calm, sunlight breaking into ripples across its surface. The air smelled clean, faintly sweet with pine and warm earth.

“Wow,” Genesis breathed. “This is awesome.”

Aurora smiled. “It’s pretty great. A friend of mine owns the land. He lets the locals swim here.”

She spread the towels out near the water’s edge. “Want to wait a minute, or go in now?”

“Let’s just take the plunge,” Genesis said.

“Good thinking.” Aurora reached into the bag. “I brought goggles if you want.”

“Maybe in a minute,” Genesis said. “I just want to get my hair wet first.”

She set her glasses on the towel next to the bag. Aurora took her hand, steady and warm, and guided her down toward the water.

The sand was warm underfoot, fine and pale, though much cooler where the waves had just washed over it. The lake was so clear Genesis could see her feet, the sunlight bending and shifting beneath the surface.

They waded in together, hands linked, laughing when the water climbed higher than expected.

“It’s actually warm,” Genesis said in surprise.

“I told you,” Aurora said, grinning. “It’s like bathwater for about a month. Then it turns cold again.”

They stepped deeper until the water reached their shoulders.

“Ready?” Aurora asked.

Genesis held her nose shut between her fingers.
At the same time, they dunked their heads under, resurfacing with laughter, hair slicked back, water streaming down their faces.

Aurora swam closer and wrapped an arm around Genesis’s waist, lifting her just enough that Genesis’s legs naturally straddled her hips. They stayed like that, buoyed by the water—Genesis slightly above, water dripping down onto Aurora’s face, their foreheads nearly touching.

“Thank you,” Aurora said, warm and low, her voice softened as if the lake itself might be listening. “For coming here. For staying with me.”

Genesis’s hands rested at Aurora’s shoulders. “I’ve really been enjoying it,” she said. “Thank you for having me.”

Aurora leaned in and kissed her—slow, without any urgency, the water lapping gently around them. When she pulled back, her expression was open, certain.

“It’s amazing to see how much you grow each day,” Aurora said quietly. “You’ve come a long way. I’m proud of you. Really.”

Genesis swallowed, emotion rising warm and steady instead of sharp. She leaned her forehead against Aurora’s. “I feel… different here,” she said. “In a good way.”

Aurora held her a little closer, the lake calm around them, the afternoon stretching wide and bright.

They stayed there like that—held by water, by warmth, by the quiet understanding that this wasn’t fleeting.

It was something that would endure, even if they hadn’t said it out loud yet.

And as they kissed and laughed in the clear water, it caught every fracture of light and turned it into something whole—

something alive and forever shifting.

Like a mirror that had shattered and was slowly reforming, still shimmering…

Perfectly imperfect.

Beautifully broken.
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The morning sun had barely warmed the driveway when Kara set her weekend bag in the backseat of her car. Before she started the engine, she tapped April’s number — just to be sure.

Her daughter answered on the second ring, voice soft and groggy.

“Mom?”

“Good morning, sweetheart,” Kara said. “I’m heading over to Melanie’s. Just checking in — did you decide about coming with us?”

A rustle of blankets. A sigh that held both exhaustion and relief.

“I’m staying home,” April said. “Stefan and I talked about it, and I think I need the weekend to decompress. No venues. No caterers. No people. Just… nothing.”

Kara smiled, genuinely happy to hear it. “Good. I think that’s the right choice.”

“You’re not disappointed?”

“Not even a little,” Kara said. “Go rest. Enjoy the quiet. I’ll bring you something nice back.”

April exhaled, sounding lighter already. “Love you.”

“Love you too.”

Kara hung up, slipped her sunglasses on, and backed out of the driveway. A weekend away wasn’t necessary, but she’d promised Melanie — and honestly, it might be good for all of them.

Melanie lived only a few streets over, in the same neighborhood they’d grown up in. Kara pulled into the familiar driveway right on time. A small, sleek sedan sat off to the side — Vanessa’s, she guessed. She’d told Melanie to invite her daughter along now that Vanessa was home from school.

The front door opened immediately.

Melanie stepped out first, keys jangling, her cropped blonde bob bouncing with every impatient movement. She already had her mouth pursed in complaint, the sharp line of her jaw doing half the talking for her.

Vanessa followed a moment later, dark brown hair spilling forward until she tucked a loose strand behind her ear. The morning light caught its warm undertones—and the healthy glow along her cheekbones—making her look more like the woman she’d grown into, and less like the girl Kara remembered.

Kara got out of the car, posture easy, expression warm.

“Morning,” she called.

“Morning, Aunt Kara,” Vanessa replied as she came down the steps.

She moved with an assurance Kara didn’t quite remember—shoulders back, stride steady, her bag lifted like it weighed nothing. Her face was brighter too, healthier somehow, the kind of glow that came from taking care of yourself.

Kara felt something like pride settle in her chest.

“It’s good to see you,” she said, smiling. “You look… well. Really well.”

Vanessa’s expression softened, warming in a way that reminded Kara of the shy girl she used to be—only more confident now, more sure of herself.

“Thanks,” she said quietly. “I don’t think I’ve seen you since high school graduation. I’ve missed you.”

The words hit Kara with a gentle, unexpected sincerity.

She opened her mouth—something kind, something light—

—but Melanie cut in before the moment could continue.

“Well, she should feel good. She spends more time at the gym than on anything else.”

Vanessa let out a tiny breath through her nose—not quite a sigh, not quite an eye roll, but close. It was the sort of restrained reaction of someone used to being nitpicked.

Kara glanced between them, calm as ever.

“I’m sure she balances just fine,” she said, smoothing the tension without even trying.

Vanessa’s shoulders relaxed slightly at that, the corner of her mouth tipping up.

Kara just turned and opened the trunk.

“Are you two excited for our little road trip?” she asked lightly.

“Yes,” Melanie said immediately, brightening in that way she sometimes did. “I need the distraction. Phil’s been riding my ass heavy on this divorce. Sorry, honey.”

She patted Vanessa’s shoulder in an absent, apologetic gesture that didn’t quite land.

Vanessa only hummed in response, noncommittal.

They slid into Kara’s car, Melanie immediately claiming the passenger seat as Vanessa reached for the back door.

“Oh shit-a-brick,” Melanie gasped, already unbuckling. “I forgot sunscreen. Be right back.”

She hurried out and jogged toward the house, surprisingly light on her feet.

The car settled into a gentle quiet.

Kara adjusted her mirror, her expression warming. “She seems to be in a good mood. Is the day going alright?” she asked, knowing the divorce had been wearing Melanie down—though truthfully, Melanie had always had her moods, long before Phil.

Vanessa let out a small, knowing breath of a laugh. “She is. But she lost her mind this morning over toothpaste. You know how she gets—big swings.”

“Toothpaste?” Kara echoed, amused.

“Mm-hm. I really don’t think she wants me home.”

Kara turned in her seat just enough to see Vanessa clearly. She sat behind the passenger seat, legs angled, hands resting loosely in her lap.

“I’m sure that’s not true,” Kara said gently. “She does love you.”

Vanessa tilted her head, unconvinced.

Kara gave her a small, reassuring smile before turning back. She’d known for years that Vanessa took the brunt of Melanie’s stress—always the one criticized, prodded, corrected. It wasn’t fair, and Kara never liked watching it.

A soft warmth drifted through the air then—light, clean, subtly citrus.

Kara turned slightly, brow lifting.

“Is that you?” she asked. “Your perfume?”

Vanessa blinked, almost startled, then her smile widened. “Yeah. Sorry—is it too strong?”

“No,” Kara said immediately. “Not at all. It’s lovely. Something… citrusy?”

She couldn’t quite place it. Fresh but warm. Clean but not girlish. Grown.

Vanessa lifted her wrist without hesitation. “It’s a small batch from New York. Here—smell.”

Kara leaned in just enough to catch the scent, pausing by Vanessa’s wrist. A small tattoo—geometric lines threaded with tiny planets—peeked from beneath her watch.

Soft mandarin. A hint of cedar. Something floral underneath she couldn’t name.

“It’s beautiful,” Kara murmured.

When she looked up, Vanessa was watching her.

Not intensely.

Not with confusion.

Just—

Her lips parted, color warming her cheeks, a breath stilled mid-air—surprised, unprepared.

Kara straightened gently, offering a warm, neutral smile.

Vanessa dropped her gaze at once, tucking her hair behind her ear.

Before Kara could piece together the flicker of something that had passed between them, the front door slammed.

“All right, babes! I found it!” Melanie called brightly, trotting back with a triumphantly raised bottle of sunscreen. “And I grabbed snacks! Trail mix. The healthy kind. Ugh, but necessary.”

She tossed the bag in the back, then slid inside, the bubble of her good mood filling the car.

Vanessa composed herself quickly, turning toward the window as Melanie buckled in. A heavy sigh filled the space from the back.

Kara resolved to keep the peace, whatever tension lingered between mother and daughter, and shifted into drive.

“All right,” she said, her voice low. “Let’s get on the road.”
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