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Chapter 1



I sprint through the rain like a man escaping a prison sentence, clutching the delivery receipt against my chest with one hand while fumbling for my keys with the other. The rain is coming down so hard it feels like someone's throwing gravel at my face. My last delivery of the day, and of course it has to be during the worst storm of the season. Just my luck.

The customer didn't even say thank you. Just took the package, scribbled a signature, and slammed the door in my face. Not that I blame them—who wants to let this biblical flood into their house? But a little gratitude wouldn't kill anyone.

My delivery van sits at the curb, a white metal sanctuary in this liquid hell. I dash toward it, my boots splashing through puddles that are quickly becoming small lakes. Water seeps through the seams of my jacket, and my jeans are already soaked up to the knees.

The rain drums against my head and shoulders, each drop feeling heavier than the last. It's like the sky decided to skip the whole rain concept and just dump buckets directly on top of me. I can barely see three feet ahead through the curtain of water. The storm's turned dusk into midnight, and the streetlights are just smudgy halos in the darkness.

Finally, I reach the van and yank the door open, throwing myself inside. The sudden silence is almost shocking as I slam the door shut. I sit there for a moment, just breathing, listening to the rain hammer the roof like it's trying to beat its way in. Water drips from my hair, down my face, into my eyes. I wipe it away with my sleeve, which is also sopping wet, so it doesn't help much.

"Shit," I mutter, looking down at myself. I'm completely drenched. My delivery uniform—a blue rain jacket over a blue polo with the company logo and khaki pants—is plastered to my skin. I might as well have gone swimming fully clothed.

But at least I'm out of the rain. I take a deep breath and put the key in the ignition. Time to head back to the depot, clock out, and get home to a hot shower and whatever's left in my fridge. I turn the key.

Nothing happens.

I frown and try again. There's a weak clicking sound, but the engine doesn't catch. No whirring, no sputtering, nothing.

"Come on," I say, jiggling the key. "Don't do this to me. Not today."

I turn the key again. The dashboard lights flicker weakly, and there's that same pathetic click, but the engine stays silent.

"Fuck!" I slam my palm against the steering wheel. The van's never done this before. Sure, it's old and the company's too cheap to replace it, but it's always been reliable. Until now. Until I'm stuck in the middle of nowhere during a flash flood.

I take a deep breath. Getting angry won't fix anything. I need to think. Maybe it's the battery. I try the headlights. They come on, but they're dim, struggling against the darkness and the sheets of rain. So there's some juice, but not enough to start the engine.

I check my phone. No signal. Of course not. Why would anything go right today?

I try the key again, turning it gently, coaxing the engine. "Please, baby. Just start for me. I'll get you a full tank of the premium stuff. I'll even wash you on Sunday." I'm not above bribing an inanimate object when I'm desperate.

The van doesn't care about my promises. It sits there, dead and unresponsive.

I pound the steering wheel again and again, each impact punctuating a curse word. It doesn't help the situation, but it makes me feel marginally better. When I'm done with my tantrum, I sit back, listening to the rain. It hasn't let up at all. If anything, it's getting worse.

I need a plan. I can't stay in the van all night. I can't walk all the way back to the depot—it's got to be fifteen miles at least. There's no one to call, even if I had service.

Maybe someone in one of these houses would let me use their phone. But which house? I'm in a residential area, but I don't know anyone here. And people don't exactly welcome strange men knocking on their doors after dark, especially in this weather.

I try the key one more time, putting every ounce of hope I have into it. The van makes that same useless clicking sound. It's not going to start. I need to accept that and move on.

I look out the windshield. Through the rivers of water streaming down the glass, I can barely make out the street. There are houses on either side, their windows lit up, people inside all warm and dry. They have no idea I'm out here, stranded. And why would they care? I'm just the delivery guy.

I don't have much choice. I need to get out, find somewhere to wait out the storm, and figure out what to do about the van tomorrow. Taking a deep breath, I open the door and step back into the downpour.

The rain is so cold it almost burns. It's like being hit with thousands of tiny ice bullets. I pull my jacket tighter around me, for all the good that does. It's already completely soaked through.

I start running down the street. There has to be a gas station, a convenience store, something. Somewhere I can call for help or at least stay dry until the storm passes.

The rain makes it hard to see. It gets in my eyes, blurring everything. The street is a river now, water rushing along the gutters and spilling over onto the sidewalks. My boots splash through inches of water with each step.

My lungs are burning. I'm in decent shape—delivering packages all day keeps you fit—but running in these conditions is brutal. Each breath feels like I'm inhaling water. My clothes are heavy, dragging against my skin. But I keep going because what else can I do?

I round a corner and almost slip, catching myself at the last second. The street stretches ahead of me, lined with trees that bend and sway in the wind. Through the branches, through the sheets of rain, I see something that makes me stop.

Lights. Warm, golden lights shining through what looks like large windows. It's not a house—it's too big, and there's a sign swinging in the wind. I can't read it from here, but it has to be a business of some kind. An open business means shelter, a phone, maybe even food if I'm lucky.

I start running again, faster now that I have a destination. The lights are like a beacon, cutting through the darkness and the rain. As I get closer, the building takes shape. It's set back from the road, nestled among the trees, a large structure with a wraparound porch and a peaked roof.

The Wishwell Inn appears like a dream through a bluff of trees, a warm rectangle of light in a world of black water. I've never seen it before, never even heard of it, but right now it's the most beautiful thing I've ever laid eyes on.

I splash through the puddles in the gravel driveway, take the porch steps two at a time, and finally find myself under the shelter of the roof. The rain still reaches me here, carried by the wind, but it's a sprinkle compared to the deluge I just escaped.

I stand there for a moment, catching my breath, water pooling around my feet on the wooden boards of the porch. The inn looks cozy, welcoming. Through the windows, I can see a fireplace burning, comfortable-looking furniture, warm colors. It's like something from a storybook or a dream.

I raise my hand to knock on the door, but before my knuckles can make contact, it swings open.

A woman stands in the doorway, her silhouette backlit by the warm light from inside. She's looking right at me, like she was expecting me, like she knew I'd be standing here, dripping wet and desperate.

"Oh, you poor thing," she says, and her voice is as warm as the light spilling around her. "Come in before you catch your death."

She steps aside, making room for me to enter, and now I can see her properly. She's gorgeous in a soft, welcoming way—all gentle curves and warm brown skin. Her long dark hair is in a loose braid draped over one shoulder. She's wearing an oversized sweater that looks impossibly comfortable, and there's a smudge of what might be flour on one of her cheeks.

I step inside, immediately enveloped by warmth and the smell of something baking. Cinnamon and vanilla and other spices I can't name. It smells like comfort. It smells like home, even though my apartment never smells this good.

"Thank you," I say, suddenly conscious of how I must look—soaking wet, probably resembling a drowned rat. Water drips from my clothes onto the polished wooden floor. "I'm sorry about the mess."

"Don't you worry about that," she says, closing the door against the storm. "A little water never hurt anything."

She moves around me, and I notice she's barefoot, padding silently across the floor. She reaches for my jacket.

"Let's get you out of this wet thing," she says. "I'm Mara, by the way. Mara Linden. This is my inn."

"Joseph," I tell her, shrugging out of my jacket with some difficulty as it's stuck to my skin. "I'm a delivery driver. My van broke down just up the road."

Mara takes my jacket, holding it carefully like it's something precious and not a cheap company-issued piece of clothing that's seen better days.

"Well, Joseph the delivery driver, it seems the storm has delivered you to my doorstep tonight." She smiles, and there's something in that smile that warms me more than the fireplace ever could. "Let's hang this up to dry."

She moves to the fireplace—a large stone structure that dominates one wall of what seems to be a cozy lobby or sitting area—and hangs my jacket on a hook nearby. The fire crackles and dances, casting flickering shadows across the room.

"There," she says, stepping back to assess her work. "It should be dry by morning."

Morning. The word registers, and I realize I'm going to need somewhere to stay for the night. I pat my back pocket, feeling for my wallet. It's there, but I already know what's in it—a driver's license, a credit card that's nearly maxed out, and maybe twenty dollars in cash.

"You're in luck," Mara says, turning back to me with that same warm smile. "We have one room left."

She says it like it's a stroke of good fortune, but I glance around the lobby and don't see or hear any other guests. I wonder if the inn is actually full or if she's just being kind.

"I don't have any money," I admit, the words bitter in my mouth. I hate not being able to pay my way. "At least, not much. Not enough for a room, I don’t think."

Mara's smile doesn't falter. If anything, it grows warmer, more conspiratorial. "I won't tell anyone if you don't," she says playfully, with a little wink that sends an unexpected jolt through me.

I'm not sure how to respond. People don't just give things away for free, especially not rooms at what looks like a very nice inn. There has to be a catch.

"I can't accept that," I say, even though every part of me is screaming to take the offer. "It's not right."

"What's not right is turning away someone in need on a night like this," Mara says firmly. She steps closer, and I catch her scent—something sweet and earthy, like honey and fresh bread. "Please, Joseph. Let me help you."

There's something in her eyes, a sincerity that's hard to doubt. Maybe it's just that I'm cold and tired and don't have any better options, but I find myself nodding.

"Thank you," I say, and the words feel inadequate for the kindness she's showing me. "I really appreciate it."

"You're very welcome," Mara says, looking pleased with my acceptance. "Now, let's get you warmed up. Would you like some tea? Or maybe something stronger? I have a pot of stew keeping warm in the kitchen, too, if you're hungry."

My stomach growls at the mention of food, answering for me. I haven't eaten since a hasty sandwich at noon, and it's well past dinner time now.

Mara laughs, a soft, musical sound. "Stew it is, then. And maybe some bread? I just baked it this afternoon."

"That sounds amazing," I admit. And it does. It sounds like exactly what I need right now—warm food, shelter from the storm, and this kind woman's company.

As she leads me deeper into the inn, I can't help but wonder at my luck. An hour ago, I was cursing the rain and my broken-down van. Now, I'm walking into the warm heart of the Wishwell Inn, following a beautiful woman who's offering me food and shelter without asking for anything in return.

Maybe today isn't such a bad day after all.
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After finishing the most delicious stew I've ever tasted, Mara leads me up a narrow staircase that creaks under our weight. The wooden banister feels smooth beneath my palm, polished by countless hands over what must be decades. My clothes are still damp, clinging uncomfortably to my skin, but my stomach is full and for the first time since the storm hit, I feel something like peace.

"Your room is just down the hall," Mara says, glancing back at me with that warm smile that makes something stir in my chest. "It's not fancy, but it's clean and the bed is comfortable."

"After sleeping in my van a few times on overnight routes, anything with an actual mattress sounds like luxury," I tell her, trying not to stare at the gentle sway of her braid as she moves ahead of me.

The hallway is lined with faded floral wallpaper that must have been fashionable fifty years ago. Brass sconces cast a golden glow across the walls, making the place feel like it exists outside of time. A dozen framed portraits hang along the corridor—solemn-faced men and women from another era, their eyes following me as I pass.

"Here we are," Mara says, stopping at a door near the end of the hall. She produces an old-fashioned key from her pocket—not a key card, but an actual metal key with an ornate handle. "Room seven. Lucky number."

She unlocks the door and pushes it open, stepping aside to let me enter first. The hinges creak, a sound that's somehow comforting rather than annoying. I step inside and immediately smell cedar and lavender and something else, something older—like books that haven't been opened in years.

"Bathroom's down the hall, I'm afraid. Old house, old plumbing." Mara leans against the doorframe, not entering the room. "But you'll have it all to yourself tonight. There's no one else staying on this floor."

"No other guests?" I ask, remembering how she'd said I was lucky to get the last room.

She smiles, a little secretively. "Just the permanent residents. Me and my... friends." She holds out the key. "Here you go. Come down when you're ready for breakfast. I usually start cooking around seven."

I take the key, my fingers brushing against hers. Her skin is warm, almost hot, and I feel a jolt of something like electricity at the contact. For a second, neither of us moves. Then she withdraws her hand, tucks a strand of hair behind her ear, and steps back.

"Sweet dreams, Joseph," she says, and there's something in her voice that makes my name sound different, special.

Then she's gone, her footsteps fading down the hallway, leaving me alone in room seven.

I turn slowly, taking in my surroundings. The room is small but not cramped. A double bed with a wrought iron frame takes up most of the space, covered in a patchwork quilt that looks handmade. A small wooden desk sits under the window, and a wardrobe that must be a hundred years old stands against one wall. No TV, no mini-fridge, no coffee maker—just simple, timeless furniture that feels solid and real.

I move to the window and look out. The storm is still raging, rain lashing against the glass, but the room is warm and dry. Through the water-streaked pane, I can make out the outline of trees bending in the wind, and beyond them, the faint glow of what must be town lights.

My reflection stares back at me—tall, dark-haired, rain-disheveled. I run a hand through my damp hair, trying to make myself look less like someone who just crawled out of a river. It doesn't help much.

I turn away from the window and move to the bed, sitting down experimentally. The mattress gives beneath my weight with a soft creak, but it's comfortable, just as Mara promised. I bounce slightly, feeling like a kid testing out a hotel bed on vacation.

My boots leave mud on the polished wooden floor, and I hurriedly take them off, setting them by the radiator to dry. My socks are soaked through, so they come off too. The floor is surprisingly warm against my bare feet, as if the room itself is welcoming me.

I stand and move to the wardrobe, opening it out of curiosity rather than need—I don't have any luggage to unpack, after all. The inside smells strongly of cedar, a scent that reminds me of my grandfather's house. There are a few wooden hangers, a spare blanket folded on a shelf, and nothing else.

Closing the wardrobe, I notice a small framed picture on the wall that I missed at first glance. It's an old photograph of the inn, looking much the same as it does now, though the trees surrounding it are smaller. Three women stand on the porch, their faces blurred with age or motion, impossible to make out clearly. Something about the image makes the hair on my arms stand up, though I can't say why.

I turn away and sit back on the bed, suddenly aware of how exhausted I am. It's been a long day of deliveries, followed by the van breaking down and the mad dash through the storm. My muscles ache, and my eyes feel heavy.

But I'm also keenly aware that I'm in a strange place, a place I'd never heard of before tonight. And something about it feels...different. Not necessarily in a bad way, but definitely unusual. I'm not the kind of guy who believes in fate or destiny or any of that crap, but finding the Wishwell Inn right when I needed it most feels like more than coincidence.

And Mara...there's something about her that I can't quite put my finger on. Something that makes me want to stay, to learn more about her and this place.

I stand up, my curiosity overcoming my fatigue. I'll just take a quick look around, I tell myself. Get my bearings. Maybe find that bathroom Mara mentioned.

I leave my room, locking the door behind me with the antique key. The hallway is quiet except for the sound of rain against the windows at either end and the occasional creak of the old building settling. The portraits on the walls seem to watch me as I move, their painted eyes following my progress. It's probably just a trick of the light, I tell myself, but I hurry past them all the same.

I'm just about to turn the corner when I hear it—a door slamming open, followed by the rapid click of heels on hardwood. I freeze, unsure whether to retreat or continue forward.

Before I can decide, she appears—a woman bursting into the hallway like she's being chased. She's wearing what looks like a wedding dress, though it's seen better days. The white fabric is torn at one shoulder and the hem is muddy and ragged. Her blonde hair is a mess, tumbling around her face in chaotic waves, and her makeup is smudged—mascara streaked down her cheeks and dark red lipstick smeared across her mouth like she's been kissing someone roughly.

She stops short when she sees me, her eyes widening. They're hazel, I notice, large and framed by thick lashes. For a moment, we just stare at each other—me, confused and a little alarmed; her, looking like she's seen a ghost.

"Oh," she says, and it's barely a whisper. "It's you."

I frown, certain I've never seen this woman before in my life. "I'm sorry, do we know each other?"

She takes a step toward me, then another. There's something in her expression that makes my heart beat faster—a hunger, a recognition, an intensity that seems wildly out of proportion for a stranger in a hallway.

"No," she says, but she doesn't sound convinced. "No, we've never met. I would remember. I would definitely remember."

She's close enough now that I can smell her perfume—something floral and sweet, mixed with the scent of rain. Her dress rustles as she moves, the torn fabric shifting to reveal more of her shoulder, her collarbone, the curve of her breast.

"I'm Joseph," I say, because I don't know what else to say. "My van broke down in the storm."

"Ella," she replies, her voice breathy. "Ella Rook. I'm..." She gestures vaguely at her ruined dress. "I'm having a bad day."

"That makes two of us," I say with a small smile.

She laughs, and it's a little too loud, a little too high-pitched. Her hands flutter nervously, touching her hair, her dress, her face. She seems unable to stay still.

"Are you okay?" I ask, genuinely concerned. She looks like she's running from something—or someone.

"I'm fine," she says quickly. "I'm great. I'm just..." She trails off, her eyes locked on my face with an intensity that's almost uncomfortable. "You seem so familiar. Are you sure we haven't met?"

Before I can answer, movement at the end of the hall catches my attention. Another woman appears, seemingly materializing out of the shadows. She doesn't make a sound as she approaches, her feet silent on the creaking floors. She's slender, pale, with striking red hair pulled up in a messy bun. She's wearing an oversized black cardigan over what looks like a simple dress, and there are fishnets on her legs. Jewelry glints at her throat and wrists—silver pieces that look vaguely occult, with symbols I don't recognize.

But it's her eyes that grab me—green, intense, observant. She's looking at me like she's memorizing every detail, like she's cataloging me for future reference.

"Rhea," Ella says, turning to the newcomer without taking her eyes off me. "Rhea, look. He's here."

The redhead—Rhea—doesn't respond immediately. She moves closer, her movements fluid and deliberate. There's a smudge of what looks like paint on her forearm, a splash of blue against her pale skin.

"I see," she says finally, and her voice is low, smooth, with an undercurrent of something I can't quite identify. Interest? Amusement? Suspicion?

I feel suddenly like I'm on display, being examined by these two women who seem to think they know me. It's unsettling, but also...exciting, in a way I don't fully understand.

"Do you feel it?" Ella asks Rhea, her words coming faster now. "The connection? It's like—it's like he's supposed to be here. Like we've been waiting for him."

Rhea tilts her head, considering me. "Perhaps," she says noncommittally, but there's a spark in her eyes that suggests she knows exactly what Ella means.

The air in the hallway feels different suddenly—heavier, charged with something like electricity. The lights seem to dim and brighten in rhythm with my heartbeat. The portraits on the walls seem to lean forward slightly, as if their subjects are trying to get a better look at me.

I tell myself it's just my imagination, just the strange circumstances and my exhaustion playing tricks on me. But I can't shake the feeling that something important is happening, something beyond my understanding.

"I don't..." I start, but I'm not sure what to say. I don't know you? I don't understand what's happening? I don't believe in whatever this is?

"It's okay," Ella says, reaching out to touch my arm. Her fingers are warm through the fabric of my shirt. "You don't have to understand it yet."

"Understand what?" I ask, looking between the two women.

Rhea's lips curve into a small, enigmatic smile. "Why you're here," she says simply. "Why it had to be tonight. Why it had to be you."

I should be backing away from these cryptic statements, from these intense women and their strange certainty about me. I should be retreating to my room, locking the door, and waiting for morning when I can call a tow truck and get back to my normal, predictable life.

Instead, I find myself drawn in, curious, almost eager to understand what they're talking about. There's something happening here that I've never experienced before, a connection that feels almost predestined, as crazy as that sounds.

"Joseph." The voice cuts through the strange atmosphere like a knife, sharp and clear.

All three of us turn to see Mara standing at the end of the hallway, her expression unreadable in the dim light. She moves toward us, her bare feet silent on the wooden floor. There's something different about her now—a tension in her shoulders, a guardedness in her eyes that wasn't there before.

"I see you've met my housemates," she says, her voice carefully neutral. But there's an undercurrent there, a warning that's not directed at me.

"We were just introducing ourselves," Ella says, her hand still on my arm. She doesn't remove it, even as Mara's eyes flick to the point of contact.

"It's late," Mara says firmly. "And Joseph has had a long day. He needs rest, not..." She trails off, gesturing vaguely at the two women. "Not distractions."

There's something possessive in the way she says it, something protective that makes me feel simultaneously safe and confused. These women clearly know each other well, live together even, but there's a tension between them that I don't understand.

"Of course," Rhea says smoothly, stepping back. "We wouldn't want to overwhelm our guest." The way she says 'our' sounds like a subtle challenge.

Ella is more reluctant, her fingers lingering on my arm before she finally drops her hand. "We'll have plenty of time to talk tomorrow," she says, the words half question, half statement.

"Joseph might be leaving tomorrow," Mara points out. "Once the storm passes and he can get his van fixed."

All three women look at me then, their gazes heavy with unasked questions. Do I want to leave? Will I stay? What am I feeling in this strange moment between strangers who somehow don't feel like strangers at all?

"I, uh... I should probably get some sleep," I say, not really answering the unspoken questions. "It's been a long day."

"Of course," Mara says, stepping forward to gently guide me away from the other two. Her hand on my back is warm and firm, steering me back toward room seven. "These two were just heading back to their own rooms, weren't you?"

It's not really a question. Ella opens her mouth as if to protest, but a look from Rhea silences her.

"Sleep well, Joseph," Rhea says quietly. "Dreams are powerful in this house."

"Especially during storms," Ella adds, her voice quickening with excitement. "Sometimes they even come true!"

Mara shoots them both a warning look over her shoulder as she continues to guide me down the hall. "Don't listen to them," she says to me, her voice low. "They like to tease new guests."

But something tells me they weren't teasing at all. Something tells me there's truth in what they said, truth in the way they looked at me, truth in the strange feeling of recognition that I felt too, though I'd never admit it out loud.

We reach my door, and Mara stops, turning to face me. In the dim light of the hallway, her eyes look almost black, fathomless and deep.

"Lock your door tonight," she says softly. "Just to be safe."

"Safe from what?" I ask, a chill running down my spine despite the warmth of the inn.

Mara smiles, but it doesn't quite reach her eyes. "The storm, of course. It makes the old house creak and groan. Might scare you if you're not used to it."

I don't believe that's what she means, but I nod anyway. "Thanks for the warning."

"Sleep well, Joseph," she says, echoing Rhea's words but somehow making them sound completely different—warmer, more intimate.

She turns to go, but I catch her arm gently. "Mara?"

She looks back at me, her expression unreadable. "Yes?"

I have a thousand questions. Who are these women? What is this place? Why do they all look at me like they know something I don't? But in the end, I only ask one.

"Is everything okay? With you and them, I mean?"

Mara's expression softens slightly. "Everything's fine. We're just...protective of each other. And now, it seems, of you."

Before I can ask what that means, she pulls away gently and walks back down the hall, leaving me standing alone at my door with more questions than answers and a strange feeling that my life has just taken a turn I never expected.

I unlock my door and step back into room seven, closing and locking it behind me as Mara suggested. The room feels different now—more alive somehow, more significant. I sit on the edge of the bed, listening to the rain against the window and the occasional distant rumble of thunder.

Three women, one inn, and a storm that brought me to their door. It sounds like the beginning of a story, not something that happens to ordinary delivery drivers with broken-down vans.

But as I lie back on the bed, still fully clothed, I can't help but think that maybe, just maybe, I'm not as ordinary as I've always believed. And maybe this isn't just a random inn where I'm taking shelter for the night.

Maybe, as crazy as it sounds, I was meant to find this place. Meant to meet these women. Meant to be here on this stormy night when everything seems possible and nothing quite makes sense.

I close my eyes, Rhea's words echoing in my mind. Dreams are powerful in this house.

I wonder what I'll dream about tonight, and if it will come true by morning.
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I lock the door behind me and lean against it, my heart hammering in my chest. What the hell just happened in that hallway? Those women looked at me like they knew me, like they'd been waiting for me. And the way Mara stepped in, protective and possessive—it felt good in a way I can't explain. I run my fingers through my damp hair, still cold from the rain, and try to make sense of it all. This inn, these women, this storm—it feels like I've stepped into something bigger than a simple breakdown on a delivery route.

The rain continues to hammer against the window, providing a constant soundtrack to my racing thoughts. My clothes are still damp and uncomfortable, clinging to my skin like a cold, unwelcome embrace. I should take them off, but the strange encounter in the hallway has left me unsettled, on edge in a way that's both alarming and exciting.

A soft knock on the door makes me jump. I hesitate, remembering Mara's warning to lock my door. But then I hear her voice, warm and reassuring through the wood.

"Joseph? It's Mara. I brought you something warm to drink."

I unlock the door and open it to find her standing there, a steaming mug in one hand and a stack of towels in the other. She's changed into a loose nightgown with a cardigan thrown over it, her long dark braid draped over one shoulder. She looks softer somehow, more vulnerable than before.

"May I come in?" she asks, and there's something in her voice that makes it impossible to say no.

I step aside, and she enters, bringing with her the scent of cinnamon and something floral I can't name. Her bare feet are silent on the wooden floor as she moves to place the mug on the small desk by the window.

"It's just tea with honey," she explains, turning back to me. "And a splash of something stronger to warm you up properly."

"Thanks," I say, closing the door but leaving it unlocked this time. "I could use that."

Mara's eyes travel over me, taking in my damp clothes and probably my confused expression. "You're still soaked through," she says, frowning. "You'll catch your death if you stay in those clothes."

Before I can respond, she's crossed the room and is pressing the mug into my hands. Her fingers brush against mine, warm and soft, sending a jolt through me that has nothing to do with the temperature difference.

"Drink," she commands gently. "It'll help."

I take a sip, and the warm liquid slides down my throat, spreading heat through my chest. There's honey and lemon, but also a kick of something alcoholic—whiskey, maybe, or bourbon.

"Good, right?" Mara says, watching me closely.

I nod, taking another sip. "Perfect."

She smiles, pleased, then sets the stack of towels on the bed. "Now, we need to get you out of those wet clothes before you get sick." She speaks matter-of-factly, like a nurse addressing a patient, but there's an undercurrent there that makes my pulse quicken.

"I, uh..." I hesitate, suddenly self-conscious. I'm not shy about my body—I'm in decent shape from lugging packages around all day—but undressing in front of this woman I just met feels strangely intimate.

"Don't worry," Mara says, as if reading my thoughts. "I'll turn around if you like." But she doesn't move, her eyes still on mine, questioning, waiting.

I put the mug down on the bedside table and begin unbuttoning my damp shirt. Mara watches for a moment, then turns her attention to unfolding the towels, giving me a semblance of privacy.

I peel the shirt off, the wet fabric sticking to my skin, and drop it to the floor with a soft splat. The air in the room feels warm against my bare chest. I kick off my socks next, then hesitate at the waistband of my pants.

Mara turns back to me, towel in hand, and her eyes widen slightly as they take in my bare torso. She swallows visibly, and I notice a slight tremor in her hands as she holds out the towel.

"Here," she says, and her voice sounds different now—lower, huskier.

I take the towel, but before I can use it, she's picked up another and stepped closer. "Let me help with your hair," she offers. "It's still dripping."

Without waiting for a response, she raises the towel to my head and begins gently rubbing my hair dry. She has to reach up to do it—I'm a good head taller than she is—and the movement brings her body close to mine. I can feel the heat radiating from her, smell the scent of her skin beneath the cinnamon and flowers.

"You have nice hair," she murmurs, her fingers working through the damp strands. "Thick."

"Thanks," I say, my voice coming out rougher than I intended. "Yours is beautiful too."

Her hands pause for just a moment, then continue their gentle ministrations. "Thank you," she says softly.

I become acutely aware of the fact that I'm half-naked, standing inches away from this beautiful woman who's touching me with such care. The air between us seems to thicken, charged with something electric and inevitable.

Mara's fingers tremble slightly as she lowers the towel, her eyes meeting mine. They're dark in the dim light of the room, pupils dilated. I wonder if mine look the same.

"You should..." she begins, then stops, swallows. "You should take off your pants too. They're soaked."

I nod, not trusting myself to speak. Her eyes remain on mine as I unbutton my jeans and push them down, stepping out of them awkwardly. Now I'm standing in just my boxers, which are damp but not soaked through.

Mara's gaze finally breaks from mine, traveling slowly down my body. She takes in my chest, my stomach, my legs, and then—her eyes linger on the front of my boxers, where I'm already half-hard from her proximity and touch.

The air hums between us, thick with tension and possibility. I should feel embarrassed or exposed, but instead I feel powerful, desired. The way she looks at me makes me feel like I'm exactly where I'm supposed to be.

"Mara," I say, her name a question and an invitation.

She looks back up at my face, her cheeks flushed. "Yes?"

I don't have words for what I want to say, for what I'm feeling in this moment. Instead, I reach out slowly, giving her time to back away if she wants to. She doesn't. My hand finds her cheek, warm and soft beneath my palm.

We move toward each other at the same time, like magnets drawn together by an invisible force. Our faces inch closer, breath mingling in the small space between us. Her eyes flutter closed just before our lips touch.

The kiss is light at first, a gentle press of lips, testing, questioning. But then something shifts, breaks open between us. What was tentative becomes urgent, what was questioning becomes certain.

Mara makes a small sound in the back of her throat, and I feel it vibrate against my lips. My arms wrap around her waist, pulling her closer. Her hands find my shoulders, my neck, my hair, her fingers tangling in the damp strands.

We come crashing together like waves meeting shore, inevitable and powerful. Her lips are soft but insistent against mine, and when her tongue traces the seam of my mouth, I open for her without hesitation.

The kiss deepens, becomes hungrier, more demanding. Mara presses her body against mine, and I can feel the soft curves of her beneath the thin nightgown. My hands slide down her back, feeling the warmth of her skin through the fabric.

"Joseph," she breathes when we finally break apart, her eyes dark and dazed. "I don't usually... This isn't..."

"I know," I say, though I'm not sure what I'm agreeing to. All I know is that this feels right in a way few things ever have. "Me neither."

She smiles then, a slow, almost secretive curve of her lips. "But you feel it too, don't you? This... connection."

I nod, unable to deny it. From the moment I stepped into the Wishwell Inn, something has been pulling me toward Mara, something stronger than attraction or coincidence.

She steps back, just enough to create space between our bodies. Her hands move to the buttons of her dress, undoing them slowly, her eyes never leaving mine. The dress slides from her shoulders, revealing more of the nightgown beneath—a simple cotton shift that clings to her curves.

"We don't have to do anything," she says softly. "If you don't want to."

"I want to," I say, the words coming out immediately, honestly. "God, Mara, I want to."

Her smile widens, and she reaches for the hem of her nightgown, pulling it up and over her head in one fluid motion. Beneath it, she's wearing simple cotton underwear, nothing fancy or meant to seduce, but the sight of her nearly naked body makes my breath catch all the same.

She's all soft curves and warm brown skin, her breasts full and heavy, her waist dipping in before flaring out to round hips. There's a realness to her that's more arousing than any airbrushed perfection could ever be.

"Your turn," she says, and there's a hint of shyness in her voice now, a vulnerability that makes me want to both protect and devour her.

I hook my thumbs in the waistband of my boxers and push them down, stepping out of them and standing naked before her. Her eyes widen as they travel down my body, lingering on my erection, which is now fully hard and aching for her touch.

"Oh," she breathes, the single syllable somehow containing both surprise and satisfaction.

She steps forward, closing the distance between us again. Her hand reaches out, hesitates, then wraps around my cock. Her touch is warm and sure, and I have to bite back a groan as she strokes me once, twice.

"Mara," I say, her name a plea and a warning. If she keeps touching me like this, things are going to end embarrassingly quickly.

She understands, releasing me and stepping back toward the bed. "Come here," she says, sitting on the edge of the mattress and reaching for me.

I go to her, drawn by an invisible thread that seems to connect us. She pulls me down for another kiss, this one deeper and more sure than the last. Her hands roam over my chest, my shoulders, my back, exploring and claiming.

My own hands aren't idle either. I trace the curve of her waist, the dip of her spine, the roundness of her hip. When I cup her breast, feeling its weight in my palm, she moans into my mouth, arching into the touch.

Her nipple hardens against my palm, and I break the kiss to look down at what I'm touching. Her breasts are beautiful, full and topped with dark nipples that pucker under my gaze. I bend to take one in my mouth, circling the hardened peak with my tongue before sucking gently.

"Joseph," she gasps, her hands finding my hair again, holding me against her. "Yes, just like that."

I lavish attention on one breast and then the other, loving the sounds she makes, the way her body responds to my touch. She's so reactive, so present in every moment, it's intoxicating.

When I finally pull back, her face is flushed, her eyes heavy-lidded with desire. "I want you," she says, and there's no hesitation in her voice now, only certainty.

She stands, pushing me gently until I'm sitting where she was a moment before. Then she hooks her thumbs in her underwear and slides them down her legs, stepping out of them gracefully.

She's beautiful, standing naked before me, all warm curves and soft shadows in the dim light of the room. The storm continues to rage outside, rain lashing against the windows, but in here, there's only warmth and want and the electric connection between us.

Mara moves forward, placing her knees on either side of my thighs, straddling me without quite sitting down. Her hands find my shoulders, steadying herself as she hovers above me.

"Are you sure?" I ask, needing to hear it one more time.

"More sure than I've been about anything in a long time," she says, and then she's sinking down, taking me inside her in one smooth motion.

We both gasp as our bodies join. She's wet and hot and tight around me, and the feeling is so perfect it borders on painful. She stills for a moment, adjusting to the feeling of me inside her, and I fight the urge to thrust up, to take more of that exquisite heat.

"Oh," she breathes, her eyes wide and locked on mine. "You feel... you feel right."

"Yes," I agree, because it's true. Being inside Mara feels like coming home to a place I didn't know I was missing.

She begins to move then, a slow rocking of her hips that sends sparks of pleasure racing up my spine. Her hands grip my shoulders, using them for leverage as she rises and falls on my cock. I hold her waist, helping to guide her movements, but mostly just enjoying the view of this beautiful woman taking her pleasure from my body.

"Touch me," she whispers, and I don't need to be told twice.

My hands move to her breasts, cupping their weight, feeling the nipples harden against my palms. I lean forward to take one in my mouth again, sucking and licking as she continues to ride me. The angle changes slightly with my movement, and Mara gasps, her rhythm faltering for a moment before picking up again, more urgent now.

"Yes," she pants, her fingers tangling in my hair, holding me against her breast. "Joseph, yes."

I switch to her other breast, giving it the same attention, loving the way she trembles when I suck particularly hard. Her movements become more erratic, her breathing more labored. I can feel her thighs shaking against mine, hear the soft, desperate sounds she's making.

"That's it," I encourage, my voice rough with desire. "Take what you need."

She does, grinding down on me harder, faster. I thrust up to meet her, matching her rhythm, chasing our shared pleasure. The room fills with the sounds of our breathing, our bodies coming together, the storm outside providing a wild backdrop to our joining.

"Joseph," she gasps, her body tensing. "I'm going to... I'm..."

"Yes," I say, feeling my own release building, a tightening at the base of my spine. "Come for me, Mara."

She does, her body arching, her inner walls clamping down on me so tightly it's almost painful. She cries out, a sound of pure pleasure that pushes me over the edge with her. I thrust up one final time, burying myself as deep as possible as my release crashes through me, wave after wave of ecstasy that leaves me gasping and shaking.

Mara collapses against my chest, her body slick with sweat, her breath coming in short, sharp pants against my neck. I wrap my arms around her, holding her close as we both come down from the high, our heartbeats gradually slowing, our breathing becoming more regular.

For a long time, we just sit there, connected in the most intimate way, neither of us wanting to break the spell. The rain continues to fall outside, a gentle backdrop to the quiet intimacy of the moment.

Finally, Mara lifts her head, looking into my eyes with an expression that's both sated and questioning. "That was..."

"Amazing," I finish for her when she trails off. "Incredible."

She smiles, a soft, private thing that makes my heart ache in the best possible way. "Yes," she agrees. "It was."

She shifts slightly, and I slip out of her, both of us wincing at the loss of connection. But she doesn't move away, just adjusts so she's sitting more comfortably on my lap, her arms still around my neck, my hands still on her waist.

"I don't usually do this," she says after a moment, echoing her earlier words. "With guests. Or... at all, really."

"I'm glad you made an exception," I say, brushing a strand of hair back from her face. Some of it has escaped from her braid, falling in soft waves around her flushed cheeks.

"Me too," she says, then hesitates. "Joseph... there's something about you. Something special. I felt it the moment you showed up on my doorstep."

I think about what Ella and Rhea said in the hallway, about connections and why I'm here. "I felt it too," I admit. "I don't understand it, but I feel it."

Mara nods, her expression serious but soft. "You don't have to understand it yet. Just... don't fight it, okay?"

"Okay," I agree, though I'm not entirely sure what I'm agreeing to. All I know is that I want more of this, more of her, more of whatever is happening in this strange inn on this stormy night.

Mara smiles again, then leans forward to press a soft, sweet kiss to my lips. "You should get some rest," she says. "It's been a long day for you."

I don't want her to go, but I can see the wisdom in her words. We've already crossed so many boundaries tonight; maybe we need time to process before going further.

"Will you stay?" I ask anyway, not ready to be alone with my thoughts just yet. "Just to sleep," I add quickly.

Mara looks tempted, her eyes softening as she considers the request. But then she shakes her head gently. "Not tonight," she says. "But I'll see you in the morning. For breakfast, like I promised."

I nod, trying not to let my disappointment show. "Breakfast sounds good."

She stands then, gathering her clothes from the floor with a grace that makes even this mundane action seem beautiful. I watch as she slips her underwear back on, then pulls the nightgown over her head. She leaves the cardigan off, draping it over her arm instead.

"Lock the door after I leave," she says, echoing her earlier warning. "Just to be safe."

"Safe from what, Mara?" I ask again, hoping for a real answer this time.

She pauses at the door, looking back at me with an expression I can't quite decipher. "From possibilities," she says cryptically. "This house is full of them, especially during storms."

Before I can ask what that means, she's slipped out the door, closing it softly behind her. I sit there for a moment, naked and confused and more alive than I've felt in years.

Finally, I get up and lock the door, just as she asked. Then I slide under the covers of the bed, still warm from our bodies, and listen to the rain against the windows.

This is not how I expected my day to end when I set out on my delivery route this morning. But as I drift toward sleep, thoughts of Mara and her mysterious housemates swirling in my mind, I can't help but feel that despite my van breaking down, despite the storm, despite everything—I'm exactly where I'm supposed to be.
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I wake up with sunlight streaming through the curtains, my body feeling more rested than it has in months. For a moment, I forget where I am—not in my cramped apartment with its perpetually leaking faucet, but in a strange bed in a strange inn with three strange women who all look at me like I'm some kind of answer to a question they've been asking. The memories of last night with Mara flood back, her warm skin against mine, the way she moved, the connection that felt deeper than just two bodies finding pleasure. It was something else, something I can't explain, but I can still feel it humming under my skin like electricity.

I stretch, feeling muscles that are pleasantly sore from last night's activities. The storm seems to have passed—I can hear birds chirping outside instead of rain hammering against the window. My clothes are still scattered across the floor where I left them, still damp but not soaking anymore.

A soft knock on the door makes me sit up. I pull the quilt around my waist, suddenly self-conscious.

"Joseph?" Mara's voice comes through the door, warm and slightly hesitant. "Are you awake?"

"Yeah," I call back. "Just a second." I look around for something to cover myself with, but there's nothing except my damp boxers from last night. Screw it. She's already seen everything anyway. I wrap the quilt around my waist and pad to the door, unlocking it.

Mara stands in the hallway, her hair loose around her shoulders instead of in the braid from last night. She's wearing a simple floral dress that hugs her curves in all the right places, and her feet are bare as they were yesterday. There's a faint blush on her cheeks as she takes in my bare chest.

"Good morning," she says, her voice a little lower than it was a moment ago.

"Morning," I reply, suddenly feeling awkward. What's the protocol here? Do I kiss her? Thank her for last night? Pretend nothing happened?

She saves me from having to decide by stepping forward and pressing a soft kiss to my lips. "I'm making breakfast," she says when she pulls back. "But I thought maybe you'd like to come to my room first? Your clothes should be dry by now—I hung them by the fire downstairs."

"That sounds great," I say, relieved that she's taking the lead.

She steps back, giving me space to follow her into the hallway. I hesitate, looking down at the quilt.

"Oh," she says, understanding. "I'll wait for you to get decent."

I grab my boxers from the floor and slip them on behind the door, then follow her into the hallway. She takes my hand as we walk, her fingers warm and soft against mine. The hallway is quiet, no sign of the other women from last night.

"Where is everyone?" I ask as we pass the spot where I encountered Ella and Rhea.

"Rhea's in her studio—she paints," Mara explains. "And Ella... well, Ella comes and goes. She's a bit of a free spirit."

There's something in her tone when she mentions Ella—a mix of affection and exasperation—that makes me curious. But before I can ask more, we've reached a door at the end of the hall. Mara pushes it open, revealing her bedroom.

It's larger than my guest room, with a big four-poster bed that takes up most of the space. The walls are a soft blue, and there are plants everywhere—hanging from the ceiling, perched on windowsills, clustered on a dresser in the corner. Sunlight streams through large windows, making the whole space feel open and airy.

"It's beautiful," I say, taking it all in.

"Thank you," Mara replies, a hint of pride in her voice. "I've been in this room for almost ten years now. It feels like part of me."

She leads me to the bed and we sit on the edge together, our thighs touching. There's a moment of silence, not uncomfortable but full of unspoken things.

"About last night," I begin, feeling like I should say something.

"Do you regret it?" she asks quickly, her eyes searching my face.

"No," I say firmly. "God, no. It was... it was amazing. I just... I don't usually move that fast with someone I've just met."

Relief washes over her face. "Me neither. But there's something about you, Joseph. Something that feels... right."

I nod, understanding exactly what she means. "I feel it too."

She smiles and leans against me, her head resting on my shoulder. I slip an arm around her waist, pulling her closer. We sit like that for a while, just breathing together, comfortable in the silence.

Eventually, she shifts, looking up at me. "Come on," she says, standing and pulling me toward the bed. "Let's just lie down for a bit. Breakfast can wait."

We climb onto the bed, settling against the pillows. Mara curls into my side, her head on my chest, her arm draped across my stomach. I wrap my arm around her, my fingers tracing lazy patterns on her back through the thin fabric of her dress.

"This is nice," she murmurs against my skin. "I could get used to this."

The words send a warm surge through me. I could get used to this too—the softness of her body against mine, the smell of her hair, the quiet intimacy of just being together. It's been a long time since I've felt this comfortable with someone.

We lie there, bodies touching, breathing syncing up, as the sun climbs higher in the sky outside. Birds chirp in the trees, and somewhere in the distance, I can hear the sound of wind chimes.

After a while, I start to get restless. As nice as this is, I'm not used to lounging in bed all day. I'm used to being up early, driving my route, always moving. Mara seems to sense the change in me.

"You're getting antsy," she says, propping herself up on one elbow to look at me.

"Sorry," I say, feeling a bit guilty. "I'm not good at just lying around."

"Don't apologize," she says, smiling. "I should be getting breakfast started anyway. The others will be hungry." She sits up, stretching her arms above her head, her dress pulling tight across her chest in a way that makes my mouth go dry. "Let's get you some clothes. You can't go walking around in your boxers all day, as much as I might enjoy the view."

I laugh, feeling the tension break. Mara slides off the bed and moves to a large wardrobe in the corner. She opens it and rummages inside, eventually pulling out a pair of jeans and a flannel shirt.

"These should fit you," she says, bringing them over. "They belonged to... a friend who used to stay here sometimes."

There's something in her voice, a hesitation that makes me wonder about this friend. An ex, maybe? But it doesn't seem like the right time to pry.

"Thanks," I say, taking the clothes. The jeans look about my size, maybe a little shorter in the leg, and the shirt is a dark blue that I would have picked out myself. “Do you know anyone who could take a look at the van?”

“I can call someone who lives in town,” Mara says. “It might take a while, though.”

Mara sits on the edge of the bed, watching as I stand and pull the jeans on. They're a little tight in the waist, a little short at the ankle, but they'll do. I'm about to put the shirt on when Mara steps forward.

"Let me," she says softly, taking the shirt from my hands.

She holds it open for me, and I slip my arms into the sleeves, feeling the soft flannel against my skin. She steps around to my front and begins buttoning it, her fingers working slowly, deliberately. The act feels strangely intimate, more so than even our lovemaking last night. There's a carefulness to it, a tenderness that makes my chest ache.

"There," she says when she finishes the last button. She smooths her hands over my chest, feeling the fabric. "It looks good on you."

"Thanks," I say, my voice rougher than I intended.

We stand there for a moment, close enough that I can feel the heat of her body, see the flecks of gold in her brown eyes. I bend down and kiss her, unable to resist. Her lips are soft and warm, yielding beneath mine. She makes a small sound of pleasure and steps closer, her body pressing against mine.

The kiss deepens, becomes more urgent. Her hands slide up to my hair, tugging lightly in a way that sends sparks down my spine. My own hands find her waist, pulling her closer.

Just as things are starting to heat up, a loud crash from somewhere in the inn breaks us apart. Mara sighs, resting her forehead against my chest for a moment.

"I should go check on that," she says reluctantly.

I nod, stepping back to give her space. "I'll come down for breakfast in a bit," I tell her. "I want to see if I can call my boss about my van."

Mara looks like she wants to say something else but decides against it. She kisses me lightly on the cheek and heads for the door. "Don't be long," she says before slipping out into the hallway.

I take a few minutes to collect myself, running a hand through my hair and trying to calm my racing heart. Whatever is happening between Mara and me is intense and unexpected, but it feels good. Right, somehow.

Finally, I leave her room and step into the hallway. The inn is quiet, with just the distant sounds of activity from downstairs—pots clanging, water running. I pull out my phone and check for a signal, but there's still nothing. I'll need to ask Mara if she has a landline I can use.

I'm about to head downstairs when I hear it—a soft, hiccupping sob coming from the other end of the hallway. I hesitate, torn between investigating and minding my own business. But the sound is so raw, so full of pain, that I find myself moving toward it before I can think better of it.

As I round the corner, I see her—Ella, the bride from last night. She's standing by a window at the end of the hall, her body shaking with sobs. She's completely drenched, her blonde hair plastered to her head, her clothes—different from last night, a simple t-shirt and jeans—clinging to her body. Mascara streaks down her cheeks like black tears, and she's clutching her phone in both hands, holding it against her chest like it might explode if she loosens her grip.

She looks up when she hears my footsteps, her hazel eyes wide and red-rimmed. For a second, she doesn't seem to recognize me. Then something shifts in her expression.

"Oh," she says, her voice cracking. "It's you. Joseph."

"Are you okay?" I ask, taking a step closer. It's a stupid question—she's obviously not okay—but I don't know what else to say.

Ella laughs, a brittle sound that's closer to another sob. "No," she says. "No, I'm really not."

I move closer, cautious, like I'm approaching a wounded animal that might bolt or bite. "What happened? Why are you all wet?"

She looks down at herself, seeming to notice her soaked state for the first time. "Oh," she says again. "I went outside. In the rain."

"But the rain stopped," I point out. "Hours ago."

Ella's laugh this time is a little more genuine, though still edged with hysteria. "There's a pond," she explains. "In the back garden. I... I might have thrown myself in it." She shrugs, like this is a perfectly normal thing to do.

I'm at a loss for words. This woman, who last night was in a torn wedding dress and seemed to recognize me like we were old friends, has now apparently been swimming in a pond and is having some kind of breakdown in the hallway.

"Do you want to talk about it?" I ask finally.

She looks at me for a long moment, her eyes searching my face. Then, to my surprise, she nods.

"I was supposed to get married yesterday," she says, the words tumbling out of her like she can't hold them back. "Big church wedding, two hundred guests, five-tier cake, the whole shebang. My fiancé—ex-fiancé, I guess—spent a fortune on it. His family is loaded." She pauses, taking a shaky breath. "And I just... I couldn't do it. I was standing there in the bride's room, all dressed up, everyone telling me how beautiful I looked, and I just... I ran. Got in my car and drove until I ran out of gas, which happened to be here, in this town I've never even heard of."

She pauses, looking down at her phone. "He keeps calling. Texting. Asking where I am, what happened, if I'm okay." Her voice breaks on the last word. "How am I supposed to tell him that I don't even know why I ran? That I just felt like I was suffocating in that life we were planning?"

I don't know what to say to that. I'm not exactly an expert on relationships, having never made it past the six-month mark myself. But there's something so raw and honest about her confession that I feel like I need to say something.

"Sometimes we just know when something isn't right," I offer. "Even if we can't explain why."

Ella looks up at me, surprise flickering across her face. "Yes," she says softly. "Exactly. It wasn't right. I didn't even realize how wrong it felt until I was standing there about to walk down the aisle." She takes a shuddering breath. "So I came here, found this place. And Mara took me in, just like that. No questions, no judgment. Just gave me a room and said I could stay as long as I needed."

"She did the same for me," I say, thinking of how Mara welcomed me last night.

"She's good like that," Ella says with a watery smile. Then her face crumples again. "But I don't deserve it. I hurt so many people by running. My fiancé, his family, my family... everyone."

"That's why you threw yourself in the pond?" I guess. "To punish yourself?"

She nods, looking slightly embarrassed. "Stupid, right? But I just... I needed to feel something else. Something physical instead of all this..." She gestures vaguely at her chest. "This emotional stuff that I don't know what to do with."

"Why are you being nice to me? You don't even know me."

I shrug. "You seem like you could use some kindness right now."

She pauses for a moment, and then, without warning, she steps forward and grabs my shirt with her right hand, her fingers twisting in the fabric.

"I keep messing everything up," she says, her voice barely above a whisper. "Running from the wedding, throwing myself in the pond, and now I'm standing here thinking about how much I want to kiss you, which is probably the stupidest thing I could do right now."

Her words catch me off guard. I'm still processing them when she rises up on her tiptoes and presses her lips against mine. Her mouth is cold from the water, but soft, and there's a desperation in the kiss that's completely different from the way Mara kissed me earlier.

For a second, I'm too shocked to move. Then, almost against my will, I find myself responding, my lips moving against hers. She makes a small, needy sound in the back of her throat, and her hand tightens in my shirt.

But just as quickly as it started, it's over. Ella pulls back suddenly, her eyes wide with what looks like fear.

"Oh god," she says, stepping back. "I'm sorry. I'm so sorry. I don't know why I did that. I'm just—I keep doing stupid things without thinking." She backs up further, shaking her head. "I have to go."

And before I can say anything, she turns and runs down the hallway, disappearing around a corner, leaving me standing there with the echo of her kiss still on my lips and a very confused expression on my face.

I stand there for a long moment, trying to make sense of what just happened. Ella kissed me. The runaway bride who I met last night, who looked at me like she knew me, who just told me her life story in a rain-soaked hallway, kissed me. And I kissed her back, despite the fact that not ten minutes earlier I'd been kissing Mara, who I'd slept with last night.

What the hell is happening at the Wishwell Inn?

I shake my head and make my way back to my room, feeling like I need a moment to collect myself before I face anyone else. I lock the door behind me and sit on the edge of the bed, running a hand through my hair.

This inn, these women—there's something about them that doesn't quite make sense. The way they all seemed to be expecting me, the way they look at me like I'm something more than just a delivery guy with a broken-down van. The intensity of my connection with Mara after just one night. And now Ella, kissing me and then running away like she's scared of what she's started.

I lie back on the bed, staring at the ceiling. Maybe I should just leave as soon as my van is fixed. Get back to my normal life, my delivery routes, my small apartment, my simple, predictable existence.

But even as I think it, I know I won't. There's something here, something I can't explain but can't ignore either. A pull, a connection, a sense of rightness that I've never felt before. And despite the confusion and the strangeness of it all, I want to see where it leads.

I close my eyes, hoping to catch a little more sleep before breakfast. But all I can see are the faces of the three women—Mara with her warm smile and nurturing presence, Ella with her wild, desperate energy, and Rhea with her watchful, knowing eyes. Three women in one inn, and somehow, I feel tied to all of them.

What have I gotten myself into?
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I'm still lying on the bed, staring at the ceiling and trying to make sense of everything that's happened since my van broke down, when I hear a soft knock at the door. It's so quiet I almost think I imagined it, but then it comes again, a little more insistent this time. I push myself up, wondering if it's Mara coming to check on me before breakfast, or maybe even Rhea with some cryptic comment about fate. But when I open the door, it's Ella standing there, her blonde hair dry and combed back from her face, her hazel eyes wide and luminous in the hallway's dim light.

"Can I come in?" she asks, her voice barely above a whisper. She's changed out of her wet clothes into a loose white cotton dress that makes her look both innocent and ethereal. "I'm sorry about before—running away like that."

I step aside, letting her enter. Part of me knows I should probably say no, that things are already complicated enough with Mara. But there's something about Ella that pulls at me, something vulnerable and electric all at once.

"It's okay," I say, closing the door behind her. "You were upset."

The room feels different somehow. I didn't light any candles, but there's a warm, flickering glow coming from somewhere. I glance around, confused, and notice that the old-fashioned wall sconces I hadn't paid much attention to before are now lit, casting a golden light that seems to curve around Ella's body like an invitation. The inn is old—maybe Mara has them on some kind of timer? But the way the light plays across Ella's skin, highlighting the curve of her cheek, the hollow of her throat, seems too perfect to be coincidental.

"I wasn't thinking straight," Ella says, taking a step toward me. Her eyes are strange—there's fear in them, yes, but also a glowing need that makes my breath catch. "But that doesn't mean I didn't mean it."

"Mean what?" I ask, even though I know exactly what she's referring to.

"The kiss." She takes another step closer. I can smell her now, a mix of pond water and something floral, like lilacs. "I meant that. I just... I got scared. I always get scared when I feel something real."

I swallow hard. "Ella, I don't think⁠—"

"You don't have to think," she interrupts, her voice gaining strength. "That's the problem with thinking. It gets in the way of feeling." She reaches out, her fingers tracing the line of my jaw. "And I feel something when I'm around you. Something I've never felt before."

"We just met," I remind her, but I don't move away from her touch. Her fingers are warm against my skin, sending little sparks of electricity down my neck.

"I know," she says with a small, sad smile. "Crazy, right? But there's something about this place... something about you..." She looks around at the candlelight, which seems to be growing brighter, more golden. "Don't you feel it?"

I do. That's the thing—I do feel it. This strange connection, this pull toward her that makes no logical sense but feels as real as the floor beneath my feet. It's the same thing I felt with Mara, but different somehow. Where Mara feels like warm earth and home, Ella feels like fire and flight.

"I don't want to be alone tonight," she says, her eyes finding mine again. There's something raw and honest in them now, a vulnerability that cuts through all my hesitation. "Please, Joseph. I've been running for so long—from my wedding, from commitment, from myself. I'm tired of running."

I should say no. I should think of Mara, of the connection we shared just hours ago. I should remember that Ella is clearly going through something complicated, that she's vulnerable and possibly not making the most rational decisions. But as she steps closer, the light playing across her skin, highlighting the delicate curve of her collarbone visible above the neckline of her dress, rational thought becomes increasingly difficult.

"I don't want to take advantage—" I begin, but Ella shakes her head, cutting me off.

"You're not," she says firmly. "I'm here because I want to be. Because when I kissed you in the hallway, it was the first thing that's felt right in months." She takes a shaky breath. "Because when I'm near you, I don't feel like running anymore."

She steps even closer, close enough that I can feel the heat radiating from her body. Her eyes are wide and honest, a mix of determination and uncertainty that's somehow more seductive than any practiced move could be.

"I just want to feel something real," she whispers. "With someone real."

And then, before I can respond, she's climbing onto my lap, her knees on either side of my thighs, her hands coming up to cradle my face. There's a moment of hesitation, her eyes searching mine for any sign of rejection. When she finds none—because how could she, when every cell in my body is screaming for her touch—she leans in and kisses me.

This kiss is different from the one in the hallway. That was impulsive, almost desperate. This is deliberate, a conscious choice. Her lips are soft against mine, tentative at first, then more insistent as I respond. My hands find her waist, steadying her on my lap as the kiss deepens.

Ella makes a small, needy sound in the back of her throat and presses closer, her body melting against mine. She's trembling slightly, her fingers gripping my face like she's afraid I might disappear if she lets go. There's a franticness to her movements, an urgency that's contagious.

"Joseph," she breathes against my lips, my name a question and an answer all at once.

My hands slide up her back, feeling the warmth of her skin through the thin cotton of her dress. She arches into the touch, her body impossibly pliant yet strong. The candlelight catches in her hair, turning the damp blonde strands to gold.

"Are you sure?" I ask, pulling back just enough to look into her eyes. I need to be certain, need to know this isn't just her running from something else.

"I've never been more sure of anything," she says, and though her voice breaks, there's a certainty in her eyes that convinces me.

I kiss her again, more deeply this time, and she responds with a hunger that matches my own. Her hands move from my face to my hair, fingers tangling in the strands, tugging just enough to send sparks of pleasure-pain down my spine. My own hands explore the curves of her body, learning the dip of her waist, the flare of her hip, the soft weight of her breast through her dress.

Ella gasps when my thumb brushes over her nipple, the sound swallowed by our kiss. She pulls back, her eyes dark with desire, and reaches for the hem of her dress. In one fluid motion, she pulls it over her head and tosses it aside.

She's not wearing anything underneath. The candlelight plays across her naked skin, highlighting the curves and valleys of her body. She's beautiful, all soft angles and golden skin, her breasts full with rosy nipples that harden under my gaze.

"Your turn," she says, her voice husky as she reaches for the buttons of the flannel shirt Mara lent me.

I help her, shrugging out of the shirt once she's undone the buttons. Her hands immediately go to my chest, fingers splaying across my skin, exploring with a curiosity that's almost reverent.

"You're so warm," she murmurs, leaning in to press a kiss to my collarbone.

I tilt her chin up for another kiss, deeper and more demanding than before. Her naked skin against mine is intoxicating, the heat of her seeping into my bones. My hands roam her back, her sides, cupping her breasts and feeling the weight of them in my palms.

Ella makes those small, needy sounds again, each one going straight to my groin. She shifts on my lap, the friction making us both gasp. Her fingers fumble with the button of the borrowed jeans, and I lift my hips to help her slide them off, along with my boxers.

Now we're both naked, skin to skin, and the sensation is overwhelming. Ella's body is a study in contrasts—soft and hard, yielding and demanding. She rocks against me, creating a delicious friction that has me gripping her hips, guiding her movements.

"I need you," she whispers, her voice breaking with desire. "Please, Joseph."

I roll us over so she's lying on her back on the bed, her hair spread out around her like a golden halo. The candlelight makes her skin glow, highlighting the flush that's spread from her cheeks down to her chest. I hover over her, taking a moment just to look, to memorize the sight of her like this—open, vulnerable, wanting.

"You're beautiful," I tell her, because it's true and because the words feel necessary in this moment.

Her eyes fill with something that might be tears, but she blinks them away, pulling me down for another kiss. This one is slower, deeper, a conversation without words. Her legs wrap around my waist, pulling me closer, and I can feel the heat of her against me, wet and ready.

"Are you protected?" I ask, the practical question feeling almost jarring in the midst of this dreamlike encounter.

Ella nods, her hand slipping between us to guide me to her entrance. "IUD," she says, her voice a breathless whisper. "I'm clean, too. You?"

"Clean," I confirm. I was tested after my last relationship ended six months ago, and there's been no one since. Until Mara last night. Until Ella now.

The thought of Mara sends a pang of guilt through me, but it's quickly overwhelmed by the sensation of Ella's body opening to me as I push inside her. We both gasp at the feeling, her walls tight and hot around me. I hold still for a moment, letting her adjust, watching her face for any sign of discomfort.

But Ella is already moving, her hips lifting to take me deeper, her hands gripping my shoulders with a strength that surprises me. "Don't stop," she urges, her voice breaking on each word. "Please, don't stop."

I couldn't if I tried. The feeling of being inside her is too good, too right. I begin to move, finding a rhythm that makes her moan, her head falling back against the pillows, exposing the long line of her throat. I bend to kiss it, tasting salt and something sweet that's uniquely Ella.

Her fingers dig into my back, leaving marks I'll feel tomorrow, but I don't care. All that matters is this moment, this connection that feels both brand new and somehow ancient, like we've done this dance before in another life.

"Joseph," she gasps, my name a prayer on her lips. "Oh god, Joseph."

I increase the pace, driven by the sounds she's making, by the way her body responds to mine. Her legs tighten around me, pulling me deeper, and I can feel her starting to clench around me, her release building.

"Let go," I urge her, my voice rough with desire. "I've got you."

She does, her body arching off the bed, her inner walls pulsing around me as she comes with a cry that sounds like relief and wonder all at once. The sight of her like this—abandoned to pleasure, completely open—pushes me over the edge too. I bury my face in her neck as my own release crashes through me, wave after wave of ecstasy that leaves me trembling.

We stay like that for a long moment, connected, breathing hard, neither of us willing to break the spell just yet. Finally, I roll to the side, bringing Ella with me so she's nestled against my chest. Her skin is flushed and glowing in the candlelight, her eyes heavy-lidded with satisfaction.

"That was..." she begins, then stops, apparently unable to find the words.

"Yeah," I agree, because I don't have the words either.

She traces patterns on my chest with her finger, her touch light and thoughtful. The candlelight seems softer now, less urgent, bathing the room in a gentle, golden glow. Outside, the world continues—birds singing, the occasional sound of a car passing on a distant road—but in here, time seems suspended, held in the amber light of the room.

"I don't usually do this," Ella says after a while, her voice quiet. "I know everyone probably says that, but it's true. I've only been with two other people before you, and one of them was David—my fiancé." She pauses, her finger stilling on my chest. "Ex-fiancé."

I run a hand down her back, feeling the delicate knobs of her spine. "You don't have to explain."

"I want to," she says, shifting so she can look at me. "I want you to understand that this wasn't... it wasn't about running away from him. Or not only that. It was about running toward something too." She touches my face, her fingers tracing the line of my jaw like she's trying to memorize it. "Toward this. Toward you."

"We just met," I remind her again, but the words lack conviction. It feels like I've known her much longer, like there's a connection between us that defies logical explanation.

"I know," she says with a small smile. "Crazy, right? But sometimes you just know." Her expression turns more serious. "When I was standing in that bridal room, looking at myself in the mirror in that ridiculously expensive dress, I had this moment of clarity. I realized I was about to marry someone I liked, someone who was good on paper, but not someone who made me feel... this." She gestures between us. "Not someone who made me feel alive."

I understand what she means. For years I've been going through the motions—work, sleep, the occasional date that never went anywhere. But since arriving at the Wishwell Inn, everything feels heightened, more real somehow. It's not just the sex, though that's been incredible. It's a feeling of possibility, of potential, that I haven't felt in a long time.

Ella settles back against my chest, her body relaxing completely against mine. Her breathing slows, becomes deeper, and I realize she's falling asleep. Just before she drifts off, she murmurs something against my skin.

"What's that?" I ask, stroking her hair.

She tilts her head up, her eyes already heavy with sleep but earnest. "I said, I feel safe," she repeats. "For the first time in years, I feel safe. Here, with you." Her voice breaks on the last word, and I tighten my arm around her, pulling her closer.

"Sleep," I tell her, pressing a kiss to her forehead. "I've got you."

She smiles, a small, contented curve of her lips, and settles back against me. Within minutes, her breathing has evened out into the deep rhythm of sleep, her body warm and trusting against mine.

I lie awake, watching the candlelight play across her skin, thinking about the strange turn my life has taken in the past twenty-four hours. Yesterday at this time, I was just a delivery guy with a van full of packages. Now I'm lying in a bed at the mysterious Wishwell Inn with a beautiful woman asleep on my chest, and another beautiful woman somewhere downstairs who I also shared an intimate connection with.

It should feel wrong, or at least complicated. And maybe tomorrow, in the harsh light of day, it will. But right now, with Ella's breath warm against my skin and the candlelight bathing the room in a golden glow, it feels like I'm exactly where I'm supposed to be. Like all the random events of my life—every decision, every wrong turn, even my van breaking down in the storm—were leading me here, to this inn, to these women, to this moment.

I close my eyes, letting sleep creep up on me. Just before I drift off, I could swear I hear a whisper in the room, a voice that sounds like neither Mara nor Ella nor Rhea, but somehow all of them combined:

"Welcome home, Joseph. We've been waiting for you."

But maybe that's just a dream already starting to form as I slip into sleep, Ella's weight anchoring me to this strange, wonderful reality I've stumbled into.

I'm still lying on the bed, staring at the ceiling and trying to make sense of everything that's happened since my van broke down, when I hear a soft knock at the door. It's so quiet I almost think I imagined it, but then it comes again, a little more insistent this time. I push myself up, wondering if it's Mara coming to check on me before breakfast, or maybe even Rhea with some cryptic comment about fate. But when I open the door, it's Ella standing there, her blonde hair dry and combed back from her face, her hazel eyes wide and luminous in the hallway's dim light.

"Can I come in?" she asks, her voice barely above a whisper. She's changed out of her wet clothes into a loose white cotton dress that makes her look both innocent and ethereal. "I'm sorry about before—running away like that."

I step aside, letting her enter. Part of me knows I should probably say no, that things are already complicated enough with Mara. But there's something about Ella that pulls at me, something vulnerable and electric all at once.

"It's okay," I say, closing the door behind her. "You were upset."

The room feels different somehow. I didn't light any candles, but there's a warm, flickering glow coming from somewhere. I glance around, confused, and notice that the old-fashioned wall sconces I hadn't paid much attention to before are now lit, casting a golden light that seems to curve around Ella's body like an invitation. The inn is old—maybe Mara has them on some kind of timer? But the way the light plays across Ella's skin, highlighting the curve of her cheek, the hollow of her throat, seems too perfect to be coincidental.

"I wasn't thinking straight," Ella says, taking a step toward me. Her eyes are strange—there's fear in them, yes, but also a glowing need that makes my breath catch. "But that doesn't mean I didn't mean it."

"Mean what?" I ask, even though I know exactly what she's referring to.

"The kiss." She takes another step closer. I can smell her now, a mix of pond water and something floral, like lilacs. "I meant that. I just... I got scared. I always get scared when I feel something real."

I swallow hard. "Ella, I don't think⁠—"

"You don't have to think," she interrupts, her voice gaining strength. "That's the problem with thinking. It gets in the way of feeling." She reaches out, her fingers tracing the line of my jaw. "And I feel something when I'm around you. Something I've never felt before."

"We just met," I remind her, but I don't move away from her touch. Her fingers are warm against my skin, sending little sparks of electricity down my neck.

"I know," she says with a small, sad smile. "Crazy, right? But there's something about this place... something about you..." She looks around at the candlelight, which seems to be growing brighter, more golden. "Don't you feel it?"

I do. That's the thing—I do feel it. This strange connection, this pull toward her that makes no logical sense but feels as real as the floor beneath my feet. It's the same thing I felt with Mara, but different somehow. Where Mara feels like warm earth and home, Ella feels like fire and flight.

"I don't want to be alone tonight," she says, her eyes finding mine again. There's something raw and honest in them now, a vulnerability that cuts through all my hesitation. "Please, Joseph. I've been running for so long—from my wedding, from commitment, from myself. I'm tired of running."

I should say no. I should think of Mara, of the connection we shared just hours ago. I should remember that Ella is clearly going through something complicated, that she's vulnerable and possibly not making the most rational decisions. But as she steps closer, the light playing across her skin, highlighting the delicate curve of her collarbone visible above the neckline of her dress, rational thought becomes increasingly difficult.

"I don't want to take advantage—" I begin, but Ella shakes her head, cutting me off.

"You're not," she says firmly. "I'm here because I want to be. Because when I kissed you in the hallway, it was the first thing that's felt right in months." She takes a shaky breath. "Because when I'm near you, I don't feel like running anymore."

She steps even closer, close enough that I can feel the heat radiating from her body. Her eyes are wide and honest, a mix of determination and uncertainty that's somehow more seductive than any practiced move could be.

"I just want to feel something real," she whispers. "With someone real."

And then, before I can respond, she's climbing onto my lap, her knees on either side of my thighs, her hands coming up to cradle my face. There's a moment of hesitation, her eyes searching mine for any sign of rejection. When she finds none—because how could she, when every cell in my body is screaming for her touch—she leans in and kisses me.

This kiss is different from the one in the hallway. That was impulsive, almost desperate. This is deliberate, a conscious choice. Her lips are soft against mine, tentative at first, then more insistent as I respond. My hands find her waist, steadying her on my lap as the kiss deepens.

Ella makes a small, needy sound in the back of her throat and presses closer, her body melting against mine. She's trembling slightly, her fingers gripping my face like she's afraid I might disappear if she lets go. There's a franticness to her movements, an urgency that's contagious.

"Joseph," she breathes against my lips, my name a question and an answer all at once.

My hands slide up her back, feeling the warmth of her skin through the thin cotton of her dress. She arches into the touch, her body impossibly pliant yet strong. The candlelight catches in her hair, turning the damp blonde strands to gold.

"Are you sure?" I ask, pulling back just enough to look into her eyes. I need to be certain, need to know this isn't just her running from something else.

"I've never been more sure of anything," she says, and though her voice breaks, there's a certainty in her eyes that convinces me.

I kiss her again, more deeply this time, and she responds with a hunger that matches my own. Her hands move from my face to my hair, fingers tangling in the strands, tugging just enough to send sparks of pleasure-pain down my spine. My own hands explore the curves of her body, learning the dip of her waist, the flare of her hip, the soft weight of her breast through her dress.

Ella gasps when my thumb brushes over her nipple, the sound swallowed by our kiss. She pulls back, her eyes dark with desire, and reaches for the hem of her dress. In one fluid motion, she pulls it over her head and tosses it aside.

She's not wearing anything underneath. The candlelight plays across her naked skin, highlighting the curves and valleys of her body. She's beautiful, all soft angles and golden skin, her breasts full with rosy nipples that harden under my gaze.

"Your turn," she says, her voice husky as she reaches for the buttons of the flannel shirt Mara lent me.

I help her, shrugging out of the shirt once she's undone the buttons. Her hands immediately go to my chest, fingers splaying across my skin, exploring with a curiosity that's almost reverent.

"You're so warm," she murmurs, leaning in to press a kiss to my collarbone.

I tilt her chin up for another kiss, deeper and more demanding than before. Her naked skin against mine is intoxicating, the heat of her seeping into my bones. My hands roam her back, her sides, cupping her breasts and feeling the weight of them in my palms.

Ella makes those small, needy sounds again, each one going straight to my groin. She shifts on my lap, the friction making us both gasp. Her fingers fumble with the button of the borrowed jeans, and I lift my hips to help her slide them off, along with my boxers.

Now we're both naked, skin to skin, and the sensation is overwhelming. Ella's body is a study in contrasts—soft and hard, yielding and demanding. She rocks against me, creating a delicious friction that has me gripping her hips, guiding her movements.

"I need you," she whispers, her voice breaking with desire. "Please, Joseph."

I roll us over so she's lying on her back on the bed, her hair spread out around her like a golden halo. The candlelight makes her skin glow, highlighting the flush that's spread from her cheeks down to her chest. I hover over her, taking a moment just to look, to memorize the sight of her like this—open, vulnerable, wanting.

"You're beautiful," I tell her, because it's true and because the words feel necessary in this moment.

Her eyes fill with something that might be tears, but she blinks them away, pulling me down for another kiss. This one is slower, deeper, a conversation without words. Her legs wrap around my waist, pulling me closer, and I can feel the heat of her against me, wet and ready.

"Are you protected?" I ask, the practical question feeling almost jarring in the midst of this dreamlike encounter.

Ella nods, her hand slipping between us to guide me to her entrance. "IUD," she says, her voice a breathless whisper. "I'm clean, too. You?"

"Clean," I confirm. I was tested after my last relationship ended six months ago, and there's been no one since. Until Mara last night. Until Ella now.

The thought of Mara sends a pang of guilt through me, but it's quickly overwhelmed by the sensation of Ella's body opening to me as I push inside her. We both gasp at the feeling, her walls tight and hot around me. I hold still for a moment, letting her adjust, watching her face for any sign of discomfort.

But Ella is already moving, her hips lifting to take me deeper, her hands gripping my shoulders with a strength that surprises me. "Don't stop," she urges, her voice breaking on each word. "Please, don't stop."

I couldn't if I tried. The feeling of being inside her is too good, too right. I begin to move, finding a rhythm that makes her moan, her head falling back against the pillows, exposing the long line of her throat. I bend to kiss it, tasting salt and something sweet that's uniquely Ella.

Her fingers dig into my back, leaving marks I'll feel tomorrow, but I don't care. All that matters is this moment, this connection that feels both brand new and somehow ancient, like we've done this dance before in another life.

"Joseph," she gasps, my name a prayer on her lips. "Oh god, Joseph."

I increase the pace, driven by the sounds she's making, by the way her body responds to mine. Her legs tighten around me, pulling me deeper, and I can feel her starting to clench around me, her release building.

"Let go," I urge her, my voice rough with desire. "I've got you."

She does, her body arching off the bed, her inner walls pulsing around me as she comes with a cry that sounds like relief and wonder all at once. The sight of her like this—abandoned to pleasure, completely open—pushes me over the edge too. I bury my face in her neck as my own release crashes through me, wave after wave of ecstasy that leaves me trembling.

We stay like that for a long moment, connected, breathing hard, neither of us willing to break the spell just yet. Finally, I roll to the side, bringing Ella with me so she's nestled against my chest. Her skin is flushed and glowing in the candlelight, her eyes heavy-lidded with satisfaction.

"That was..." she begins, then stops, apparently unable to find the words.

"Yeah," I agree, because I don't have the words either.

She traces patterns on my chest with her finger, her touch light and thoughtful. The candlelight seems softer now, less urgent, bathing the room in a gentle, golden glow. Outside, the world continues—birds singing, the occasional sound of a car passing on a distant road—but in here, time seems suspended, held in the amber light of the room.

"I don't usually do this," Ella says after a while, her voice quiet. "I know everyone probably says that, but it's true. I've only been with two other people before you, and one of them was David—my fiancé." She pauses, her finger stilling on my chest. "Ex-fiancé."

I run a hand down her back, feeling the delicate knobs of her spine. "You don't have to explain."

"I want to," she says, shifting so she can look at me. "I want you to understand that this wasn't... it wasn't about running away from him. Or not only that. It was about running toward something too." She touches my face, her fingers tracing the line of my jaw like she's trying to memorize it. "Toward this. Toward you."

"We just met," I remind her again, but the words lack conviction. It feels like I've known her much longer, like there's a connection between us that defies logical explanation.

"I know," she says with a small smile. "Crazy, right? But sometimes you just know." Her expression turns more serious. "When I was standing in that bridal room, looking at myself in the mirror in that ridiculously expensive dress, I had this moment of clarity. I realized I was about to marry someone I liked, someone who was good on paper, but not someone who made me feel... this." She gestures between us. "Not someone who made me feel alive."

I understand what she means. For years I've been going through the motions—work, sleep, the occasional date that never went anywhere. But since arriving at the Wishwell Inn, everything feels heightened, more real somehow. It's not just the sex, though that's been incredible. It's a feeling of possibility, of potential, that I haven't felt in a long time.

Ella settles back against my chest, her body relaxing completely against mine. Her breathing slows, becomes deeper, and I realize she's falling asleep. Just before she drifts off, she murmurs something against my skin.

"What's that?" I ask, stroking her hair.

She tilts her head up, her eyes already heavy with sleep but earnest. "I said, I feel safe," she repeats. "For the first time in years, I feel safe. Here, with you." Her voice breaks on the last word, and I tighten my arm around her, pulling her closer.

"Sleep," I tell her, pressing a kiss to her forehead. "I've got you."

She smiles, a small, contented curve of her lips, and settles back against me. Within minutes, her breathing has evened out into the deep rhythm of sleep, her body warm and trusting against mine.

I lie awake, watching the candlelight play across her skin, thinking about the strange turn my life has taken in the past twenty-four hours. Yesterday at this time, I was just a delivery guy with a van full of packages. Now I'm lying in a bed at the mysterious Wishwell Inn with a beautiful woman asleep on my chest, and another beautiful woman somewhere downstairs who I also shared an intimate connection with.

It should feel wrong, or at least complicated. And maybe tomorrow, in the harsh light of day, it will. But right now, with Ella's breath warm against my skin and the candlelight bathing the room in a golden glow, it feels like I'm exactly where I'm supposed to be. Like all the random events of my life—every decision, every wrong turn, even my van breaking down in the storm—were leading me here, to this inn, to these women, to this moment.

I close my eyes, letting sleep creep up on me. Just before I drift off, I could swear I hear a whisper in the room, a voice that sounds like neither Mara nor Ella nor Rhea, but somehow all of them combined:

"Welcome home, Joseph. We've been waiting for you."

But maybe that's just a dream already starting to form as I slip into sleep, Ella's weight anchoring me to this strange, wonderful reality I've stumbled into.


Chapter 3



I wake up with sunlight streaming through the curtains and my arm stretched across an empty space where Ella's warm body should be. For a moment, I think I might have dreamed the whole thing—the storm, the breakdown, the inn with its three mysterious women who all look at me like I'm some long-lost treasure they've been searching for. But the sheets beside me are still warm, and there's a lingering scent of lilacs that tells me Ella was definitely here. Definitely real.

I sit up slowly, running a hand through my hair as I try to make sense of everything. A day ago, I was just a delivery guy with a van full of packages and a life as bland as unseasoned chicken. Now I've slept with two different women who both made me feel things I've never felt before, in a place that seems to exist somewhere between reality and dream.

"What the hell are you doing, Joseph?" I mutter to myself, swinging my legs over the edge of the bed.

On the bedside table, I notice a folded piece of paper. I grab it, expecting a note from Ella explaining her disappearance, but it's blank. Just a sheet of creamy white paper, as if someone started to write something and then changed their mind.

I get up and stretch, my muscles pleasantly sore in ways that remind me of last night's activities. The borrowed clothes from Mara's "friend" are still scattered on the floor where Ella and I discarded them in our rush to get to each other. I pick them up, noticing that my own clothes from the storm aren't here. Mara had said she hung them by the fire, so they're probably downstairs.

After a quick trip down the hall to the bathroom—which is blessedly empty, sparing me any awkward encounters—I return to my room and get dressed in the borrowed jeans and flannel shirt. They still feel a little strange on my body, like they're carrying the memory of someone else. But they'll do until I can get my own clothes back.

My stomach growls, reminding me that I haven't eaten since Mara's stew last night. The thought of her cooking makes my mouth water, but it also brings a twinge of guilt. What happened with Ella wasn't planned, but does that make it any less of a betrayal? I'm not sure what Mara and I are to each other, if anything, but it feels like there should be some kind of rule about sleeping with two women in the same house within the span of a few hours.

But then, nothing about the Wishwell Inn seems to follow normal rules.

I head downstairs, trying to decide what I'll say if I run into either Mara or Ella. Or worse, both of them together. But the hallway is quiet, the only sound my own footsteps on the wooden floor and the distant chirping of birds outside.

The inn looks different in the morning light—less mysterious, more solid. The wood panelling glows amber in the sunshine, and dust motes dance in the beams that slice through the windows. It's beautiful in a lived-in way, like a place that's been loved for generations.

I follow the sound of clinking dishes to what I assume is the dining room, but when I turn the corner, I find myself instead in a large, open space that must serve as the inn's common area. The room is bathed in morning sunlight that pours through tall windows, transforming ordinary dust into gold particles that hang suspended in the air. A massive stone fireplace dominates one wall, currently cold but ready to roar back to life when needed. Comfortable-looking sofas and armchairs are arranged in conversational groupings, and bookshelves line the walls, stuffed with volumes that range from contemporary paperbacks to what look like ancient leather-bound tomes.

The room is empty except for one person. Rhea.

She's curled up in a window nook, her red hair pulled up in a messy bun that somehow looks both careless and perfect. She's wearing an oversized black sweater that slips off one shoulder, revealing pale skin marked with a constellation of freckles. Her legs are tucked under her, clad in those fishnet stockings I noticed last night, and her fingers are smudged with what looks like charcoal. She's bent over a sketchbook, her face a study in concentration, lips slightly pursed as she works.

A mug of coffee sits on the windowsill beside her, apparently forgotten, wisps of steam no longer rising from its surface. The sunlight catches in her hair, setting the red strands on fire with gold and copper highlights.

I hesitate in the doorway, not wanting to disturb her. There's something almost sacred about the scene—the artist at work, unaware she's being observed. But as if sensing my presence, she looks up suddenly, her green eyes finding mine with an intensity that makes my breath catch.

For a long moment, neither of us speaks. There's a strange tension in the air, like the moment before lightning strikes.

"Good morning," I finally say, my voice sounding unnaturally loud in the quiet room.

Rhea doesn't respond immediately. She looks at me like she's seeing something beyond me, through me, into some other reality only she can perceive. Then she blinks, and the strange intensity is replaced by something more guarded.

"Morning," she says, her voice low and smooth. "Did you sleep well?"

There's something in the way she asks the question—a hint of knowledge, perhaps, or just my own guilty conscience projecting. I wonder if she knows about Mara, about Ella. If all three women have compared notes on the strange man who showed up during the storm.

"Yes," I say, which is true enough. "The bed was comfortable."

Rhea's lips curve into a small smile that doesn't quite reach her eyes. "This place has a way of ensuring you get exactly the rest you need." She closes her sketchbook, but keeps one finger between the pages, marking her place. "Are you looking for breakfast? Mara went into town to get supplies. Said something about your van."

"Oh," I say, both relieved and disappointed to hear that Mara isn't here. "I guess I am hungry."

"There's coffee," Rhea offers, gesturing toward what I assume is the kitchen. "And probably muffins or something. Mara always leaves food."

I nod my thanks but don't move toward the kitchen. Instead, I take a few steps into the room, drawn to the window nook where Rhea sits bathed in sunlight. "What are you working on?" I ask, nodding toward her sketchbook.

A shadow passes over her face—something like fear or uncertainty. "Just sketches," she says, her fingers tightening on the book. "Nothing serious."

But there's a tension in her body that suggests it's more than "just sketches." I move closer, curious despite myself. "May I see?" I ask, expecting her to refuse.

To my surprise, she hesitates only briefly before nodding. "I suppose you should," she says cryptically. She scoots over in the window nook, making space for me to sit beside her. "But try not to freak out, okay?"

"Why would I freak out?" I ask, settling into the space she's made. The window seat is smaller than it looked, forcing us to sit close enough that our thighs touch. Rhea smells like turpentine and something earthy, like forest after rain.

She doesn't answer my question, just takes a deep breath and opens her sketchbook. The first page shows a landscape—the Wishwell Inn viewed from a distance, nestled among trees with a storm brewing overhead. It's beautifully rendered, the charcoal capturing both the solidity of the building and the violence of the approaching weather.

"This is really good," I say, genuinely impressed. "You're talented."

Rhea makes a noncommittal sound and flips to the next page. This one shows a close-up of hands—large, masculine hands with prominent veins and long fingers. They're holding what looks like a steering wheel, the knuckles white with tension.

"My hands," I say, recognizing them with a jolt. "Those are my hands."

Rhea nods, her expression unreadable. "Keep going," she says, flipping to the next page.

It's my face in profile, the line of my jaw, the curve of my nose, the slight furrow between my brows as I concentrate on something unseen. The likeness is uncanny—she's captured not just my features but something of my essence, the way I hold myself, the way I see the world.

"How...?" I begin, but Rhea shakes her head slightly and turns another page.

Page after page reveals more drawings of me—my eyes, my hands again, the back of my head, my full face from different angles, my body in various poses. Some are just quick sketches, others more detailed studies. In one, I'm standing in rain, my face tilted up to the sky, water streaming down my cheeks like tears. In another, I'm asleep, my face peaceful, vulnerable in unconsciousness.

"Rhea," I say, my voice barely above a whisper. "How do you have these? We just met last night."

She turns to the last page, which shows me sitting exactly as I am now, in this window nook, sunlight on my face, looking at her with confusion and a hint of wonder.

"I drew these last week," she says, so quietly I almost miss it. "All of them. Before you ever arrived."

I stare at her, trying to process what she's saying. "That's impossible."

"I know," she agrees, her green eyes troubled. "Believe me, I know. But it's true." She runs a finger over the drawing of me sitting in the window seat. "I woke up last Monday with your face in my head. I couldn't get it out. So I drew you, thinking it would help. But it just... it just made it clearer. More detailed. Like you were coming into focus."

I look back at the drawings, seeing them in a new light. There's a progression in them—the earlier ones are vaguer, less defined, while the later ones capture me with photographic precision.

"I've never experienced anything like this before," Rhea continues, her voice gaining a slight edge of desperation. "I mean, I get inspiration, creative bursts, sure. But not... not like this. Not a real person I've never met just appearing in my mind like you were always there."

"Maybe you saw me somewhere," I suggest, searching for a rational explanation. "Maybe I delivered a package to you once, or we passed on the street."

She shakes her head firmly. "No. I would remember." She taps one of the more intimate drawings, where I'm sleeping. "And I definitely never saw you like this before last night."

The implications of what she's saying are too strange to fully comprehend. Either she's lying for some reason I can't fathom, or something truly inexplicable is happening in this inn.

"I thought I was losing my mind," Rhea says, closing the sketchbook and setting it aside. She picks up her coffee mug and takes a sip, grimacing at the coldness. "I was drawing a man I'd never met, over and over, like some kind of obsession. And then you showed up on our doorstep during the storm, looking exactly like the man in my drawings." She laughs, but the sound is hollow. "How is that possible, Joseph? How did I know you were coming?"

I shake my head, having no answer for her. "I don't know," I admit. "It's... it's like something out of a movie or a book. Not something that happens in real life."

"And yet here we are," Rhea says, gesturing to the two of us sitting together in the sunlit window. "You, exactly as I drew you. Me, still trying to understand what it means."

There's a vulnerability to her now that wasn't there last night in the hallway. Last night she seemed mysterious, almost otherworldly. Now she just seems like a woman grappling with something beyond her understanding.

"Would you..." she begins, then stops, looking uncertain. "Would you sit for me? Let me draw you for real, not just from my mind?"

The request surprises me, but I find myself nodding. "Sure," I say. "If it would help."

Relief washes over her face. "It might," she says. "At least it would give me something concrete to compare these to." She gestures to the sketchbook. "To see if what I drew from my mind matches what you really look like, down to the details."

She reaches for a fresh sketchbook on a nearby table, this one larger than the one she was working in before. She opens it to a blank page and picks up a piece of charcoal, then looks at me critically, like she's seeing me for the first time.

"Turn toward the light," she instructs, her voice taking on a more professional tone. "And tilt your chin up a bit."

I do as she asks, feeling self-conscious under her scrutiny. The sunlight is warm on my face, making me squint slightly.

"No, not like that," Rhea says, putting down her charcoal. Without warning, she reaches out and places her hand on my jaw, adjusting the angle of my face. Her touch is cool and sure, artist's hands that know exactly what they want. "Like this," she says, her voice softer now.

Her fingers linger on my skin longer than necessary, and I feel a jolt of something—recognition, desire, connection—pass between us. Her green eyes widen slightly, and I know she feels it too.

"Hold still," she whispers, her face now much closer to mine than it was a moment ago. I can see the golden flecks in her green irises, the dusting of freckles across the bridge of her nose, the slight chapping of her lower lip where she's been biting it in concentration.

Neither of us moves. We're frozen in a tableau of artist and subject, her hand still on my jaw, our faces inches apart. I can feel her breath, warm and coffee-scented, against my lips. The air between us seems to thicken, charged with something electric and inevitable.

My eyes drop to her mouth, and I see her tongue dart out to wet her lips nervously. The gesture is unconscious but deeply erotic, and I feel a stirring of desire that seems inappropriate given everything that's happened in the past twenty-four hours. But I can't deny it's there, this pull toward her that feels both new and familiar, like déjà vu.

We're not kissing, not quite, but we're sharing breath, sharing space in a way that's almost more intimate. I can feel the slight tremor in her hand where it still rests on my jaw, hear the quickening of her breath that matches my own.

Just as I think we might close the final distance between us, Rhea pulls back suddenly, her hand dropping from my face as if burned. She turns away, busying herself with her sketchbook, but not before I see the flush that spreads across her cheeks.

"Sorry," she murmurs, not looking at me. "I got... distracted."

"It's okay," I say, my voice rougher than I intended. "So did I."

She glances at me then, a quick, almost furtive look that holds equal parts want and wariness. "This is all very strange," she says, and I'm not sure if she means the drawings, the near-kiss, or the entire situation at the Wishwell Inn.

"Yeah," I agree, leaning back slightly to give her space. "It is."

Rhea takes a deep breath and picks up her charcoal again, visibly collecting herself. "Let's try again," she says, her voice steadier now. "Just... try to hold still this time. And maybe we should both try to focus on the drawing, not... not anything else."

I nod, resuming my pose without her having to touch me again, though part of me wishes she would. The sunlight continues to pour through the window, warming my skin and illuminating the dust motes that dance between us like golden sparks from a fire that hasn't quite caught.

As Rhea begins to sketch, her hand moving sure and swift across the paper, I can't help but wonder what else she's drawn that might come true. What else might be waiting for me at the Wishwell Inn, where storms bring strangers and art predicts reality. And most of all, I wonder if I'll ever want to leave.

I wake up with sunlight streaming through the curtains and my arm stretched across an empty space where Ella's warm body should be. For a moment, I think I might have dreamed the whole thing—the storm, the breakdown, the inn with its three mysterious women who all look at me like I'm some long-lost treasure they've been searching for. But the sheets beside me are still warm, and there's a lingering scent of lilacs that tells me Ella was definitely here. Definitely real.

I sit up slowly, running a hand through my hair as I try to make sense of everything. A day ago, I was just a delivery guy with a van full of packages and a life as bland as unseasoned chicken. Now I've slept with two different women who both made me feel things I've never felt before, in a place that seems to exist somewhere between reality and dream.

"What the hell are you doing, Joseph?" I mutter to myself, swinging my legs over the edge of the bed.

On the bedside table, I notice a folded piece of paper. I grab it, expecting a note from Ella explaining her disappearance, but it's blank. Just a sheet of creamy white paper, as if someone started to write something and then changed their mind.

I get up and stretch, my muscles pleasantly sore in ways that remind me of last night's activities. The borrowed clothes from Mara's "friend" are still scattered on the floor where Ella and I discarded them in our rush to get to each other. I pick them up, noticing that my own clothes from the storm aren't here. Mara had said she hung them by the fire, so they're probably downstairs.

After a quick trip down the hall to the bathroom—which is blessedly empty, sparing me any awkward encounters—I return to my room and get dressed in the borrowed jeans and flannel shirt. They still feel a little strange on my body, like they're carrying the memory of someone else. But they'll do until I can get my own clothes back.

My stomach growls, reminding me that I haven't eaten since Mara's stew last night. The thought of her cooking makes my mouth water, but it also brings a twinge of guilt. What happened with Ella wasn't planned, but does that make it any less of a betrayal? I'm not sure what Mara and I are to each other, if anything, but it feels like there should be some kind of rule about sleeping with two women in the same house within the span of a few hours.

But then, nothing about the Wishwell Inn seems to follow normal rules.

I head downstairs, trying to decide what I'll say if I run into either Mara or Ella. Or worse, both of them together. But the hallway is quiet, the only sound my own footsteps on the wooden floor and the distant chirping of birds outside.

The inn looks different in the morning light—less mysterious, more solid. The wood panelling glows amber in the sunshine, and dust motes dance in the beams that slice through the windows. It's beautiful in a lived-in way, like a place that's been loved for generations.

I follow the sound of clinking dishes to what I assume is the dining room, but when I turn the corner, I find myself instead in a large, open space that must serve as the inn's common area. The room is bathed in morning sunlight that pours through tall windows, transforming ordinary dust into gold particles that hang suspended in the air. A massive stone fireplace dominates one wall, currently cold but ready to roar back to life when needed. Comfortable-looking sofas and armchairs are arranged in conversational groupings, and bookshelves line the walls, stuffed with volumes that range from contemporary paperbacks to what look like ancient leather-bound tomes.

The room is empty except for one person. Rhea.

She's curled up in a window nook, her red hair pulled up in a messy bun that somehow looks both careless and perfect. She's wearing an oversized black sweater that slips off one shoulder, revealing pale skin marked with a constellation of freckles. Her legs are tucked under her, clad in those fishnet stockings I noticed last night, and her fingers are smudged with what looks like charcoal. She's bent over a sketchbook, her face a study in concentration, lips slightly pursed as she works.

A mug of coffee sits on the windowsill beside her, apparently forgotten, wisps of steam no longer rising from its surface. The sunlight catches in her hair, setting the red strands on fire with gold and copper highlights.

I hesitate in the doorway, not wanting to disturb her. There's something almost sacred about the scene—the artist at work, unaware she's being observed. But as if sensing my presence, she looks up suddenly, her green eyes finding mine with an intensity that makes my breath catch.

For a long moment, neither of us speaks. There's a strange tension in the air, like the moment before lightning strikes.

"Good morning," I finally say, my voice sounding unnaturally loud in the quiet room.

Rhea doesn't respond immediately. She looks at me like she's seeing something beyond me, through me, into some other reality only she can perceive. Then she blinks, and the strange intensity is replaced by something more guarded.

"Morning," she says, her voice low and smooth. "Did you sleep well?"

There's something in the way she asks the question—a hint of knowledge, perhaps, or just my own guilty conscience projecting. I wonder if she knows about Mara, about Ella. If all three women have compared notes on the strange man who showed up during the storm.

"Yes," I say, which is true enough. "The bed was comfortable."

Rhea's lips curve into a small smile that doesn't quite reach her eyes. "This place has a way of ensuring you get exactly the rest you need." She closes her sketchbook, but keeps one finger between the pages, marking her place. "Are you looking for breakfast? Mara went into town to get supplies. Said something about your van."

"Oh," I say, both relieved and disappointed to hear that Mara isn't here. "I guess I am hungry."

"There's coffee," Rhea offers, gesturing toward what I assume is the kitchen. "And probably muffins or something. Mara always leaves food."

I nod my thanks but don't move toward the kitchen. Instead, I take a few steps into the room, drawn to the window nook where Rhea sits bathed in sunlight. "What are you working on?" I ask, nodding toward her sketchbook.

A shadow passes over her face—something like fear or uncertainty. "Just sketches," she says, her fingers tightening on the book. "Nothing serious."

But there's a tension in her body that suggests it's more than "just sketches." I move closer, curious despite myself. "May I see?" I ask, expecting her to refuse.

To my surprise, she hesitates only briefly before nodding. "I suppose you should," she says cryptically. She scoots over in the window nook, making space for me to sit beside her. "But try not to freak out, okay?"

"Why would I freak out?" I ask, settling into the space she's made. The window seat is smaller than it looked, forcing us to sit close enough that our thighs touch. Rhea smells like turpentine and something earthy, like forest after rain.

She doesn't answer my question, just takes a deep breath and opens her sketchbook. The first page shows a landscape—the Wishwell Inn viewed from a distance, nestled among trees with a storm brewing overhead. It's beautifully rendered, the charcoal capturing both the solidity of the building and the violence of the approaching weather.

"This is really good," I say, genuinely impressed. "You're talented."

Rhea makes a noncommittal sound and flips to the next page. This one shows a close-up of hands—large, masculine hands with prominent veins and long fingers. They're holding what looks like a steering wheel, the knuckles white with tension.

"My hands," I say, recognizing them with a jolt. "Those are my hands."

Rhea nods, her expression unreadable. "Keep going," she says, flipping to the next page.

It's my face in profile, the line of my jaw, the curve of my nose, the slight furrow between my brows as I concentrate on something unseen. The likeness is uncanny—she's captured not just my features but something of my essence, the way I hold myself, the way I see the world.

"How...?" I begin, but Rhea shakes her head slightly and turns another page.

Page after page reveals more drawings of me—my eyes, my hands again, the back of my head, my full face from different angles, my body in various poses. Some are just quick sketches, others more detailed studies. In one, I'm standing in rain, my face tilted up to the sky, water streaming down my cheeks like tears. In another, I'm asleep, my face peaceful, vulnerable in unconsciousness.

"Rhea," I say, my voice barely above a whisper. "How do you have these? We just met last night."

She turns to the last page, which shows me sitting exactly as I am now, in this window nook, sunlight on my face, looking at her with confusion and a hint of wonder.

"I drew these last week," she says, so quietly I almost miss it. "All of them. Before you ever arrived."

I stare at her, trying to process what she's saying. "That's impossible."

"I know," she agrees, her green eyes troubled. "Believe me, I know. But it's true." She runs a finger over the drawing of me sitting in the window seat. "I woke up last Monday with your face in my head. I couldn't get it out. So I drew you, thinking it would help. But it just... it just made it clearer. More detailed. Like you were coming into focus."

I look back at the drawings, seeing them in a new light. There's a progression in them—the earlier ones are vaguer, less defined, while the later ones capture me with photographic precision.

"I've never experienced anything like this before," Rhea continues, her voice gaining a slight edge of desperation. "I mean, I get inspiration, creative bursts, sure. But not... not like this. Not a real person I've never met just appearing in my mind like you were always there."

"Maybe you saw me somewhere," I suggest, searching for a rational explanation. "Maybe I delivered a package to you once, or we passed on the street."

She shakes her head firmly. "No. I would remember." She taps one of the more intimate drawings, where I'm sleeping. "And I definitely never saw you like this before last night."

The implications of what she's saying are too strange to fully comprehend. Either she's lying for some reason I can't fathom, or something truly inexplicable is happening in this inn.

"I thought I was losing my mind," Rhea says, closing the sketchbook and setting it aside. She picks up her coffee mug and takes a sip, grimacing at the coldness. "I was drawing a man I'd never met, over and over, like some kind of obsession. And then you showed up on our doorstep during the storm, looking exactly like the man in my drawings." She laughs, but the sound is hollow. "How is that possible, Joseph? How did I know you were coming?"

I shake my head, having no answer for her. "I don't know," I admit. "It's... it's like something out of a movie or a book. Not something that happens in real life."

"And yet here we are," Rhea says, gesturing to the two of us sitting together in the sunlit window. "You, exactly as I drew you. Me, still trying to understand what it means."

There's a vulnerability to her now that wasn't there last night in the hallway. Last night she seemed mysterious, almost otherworldly. Now she just seems like a woman grappling with something beyond her understanding.

"Would you..." she begins, then stops, looking uncertain. "Would you sit for me? Let me draw you for real, not just from my mind?"

The request surprises me, but I find myself nodding. "Sure," I say. "If it would help."

Relief washes over her face. "It might," she says. "At least it would give me something concrete to compare these to." She gestures to the sketchbook. "To see if what I drew from my mind matches what you really look like, down to the details."

She reaches for a fresh sketchbook on a nearby table, this one larger than the one she was working in before. She opens it to a blank page and picks up a piece of charcoal, then looks at me critically, like she's seeing me for the first time.

"Turn toward the light," she instructs, her voice taking on a more professional tone. "And tilt your chin up a bit."

I do as she asks, feeling self-conscious under her scrutiny. The sunlight is warm on my face, making me squint slightly.

"No, not like that," Rhea says, putting down her charcoal. Without warning, she reaches out and places her hand on my jaw, adjusting the angle of my face. Her touch is cool and sure, artist's hands that know exactly what they want. "Like this," she says, her voice softer now.

Her fingers linger on my skin longer than necessary, and I feel a jolt of something—recognition, desire, connection—pass between us. Her green eyes widen slightly, and I know she feels it too.

"Hold still," she whispers, her face now much closer to mine than it was a moment ago. I can see the golden flecks in her green irises, the dusting of freckles across the bridge of her nose, the slight chapping of her lower lip where she's been biting it in concentration.

Neither of us moves. We're frozen in a tableau of artist and subject, her hand still on my jaw, our faces inches apart. I can feel her breath, warm and coffee-scented, against my lips. The air between us seems to thicken, charged with something electric and inevitable.

My eyes drop to her mouth, and I see her tongue dart out to wet her lips nervously. The gesture is unconscious but deeply erotic, and I feel a stirring of desire that seems inappropriate given everything that's happened in the past twenty-four hours. But I can't deny it's there, this pull toward her that feels both new and familiar, like déjà vu.

We're not kissing, not quite, but we're sharing breath, sharing space in a way that's almost more intimate. I can feel the slight tremor in her hand where it still rests on my jaw, hear the quickening of her breath that matches my own.

Just as I think we might close the final distance between us, Rhea pulls back suddenly, her hand dropping from my face as if burned. She turns away, busying herself with her sketchbook, but not before I see the flush that spreads across her cheeks.

"Sorry," she murmurs, not looking at me. "I got... distracted."

"It's okay," I say, my voice rougher than I intended. "So did I."

She glances at me then, a quick, almost furtive look that holds equal parts want and wariness. "This is all very strange," she says, and I'm not sure if she means the drawings, the near-kiss, or the entire situation at the Wishwell Inn.

"Yeah," I agree, leaning back slightly to give her space. "It is."

Rhea takes a deep breath and picks up her charcoal again, visibly collecting herself. "Let's try again," she says, her voice steadier now. "Just... try to hold still this time. And maybe we should both try to focus on the drawing, not... not anything else."

I nod, resuming my pose without her having to touch me again, though part of me wishes she would. The sunlight continues to pour through the window, warming my skin and illuminating the dust motes that dance between us like golden sparks from a fire that hasn't quite caught.

As Rhea begins to sketch, her hand moving sure and swift across the paper, I can't help but wonder what else she's drawn that might come true. What else might be waiting for me at the Wishwell Inn, where storms bring strangers and art predicts reality. And most of all, I wonder if I'll ever want to leave.


Chapter 4



The evening settles over the Wishwell Inn like a heavy blanket, wrapping everything in a soft twilight that makes the old wood panelling glow amber. I'm sitting alone in the common room, nursing a cup of tea that Mara left for me before she disappeared again, thinking about the strange day I've had. From Mara's touch last night to Ella's desperate kiss this morning to Rhea's uncanny drawings this afternoon—my head is spinning with the impossibility of it all. My van seems like the least of my problems now, a distant concern from another life.

I've barely seen any of the women since Rhea's portrait session ended. Mara returned from town with groceries but quickly vanished into the kitchen, emerging only to hand me this tea with a soft smile that made my stomach flip. Ella is nowhere to be found—probably avoiding me after our encounter this morning. And Rhea retreated to what she called her studio after finishing her drawing, mumbling something about needing to process.

So here I am, alone with my thoughts and this cooling tea, watching shadows lengthen across the floor as day surrenders to night. Outside, the world has that deep blue quality that comes just before true darkness, making the windows look like paintings of night rather than actual openings to the outside.

That's when it happens. The soft, warm lamps around the common room flicker once, twice, and then go out completely. The sudden darkness is so complete that for a second, I think I've gone blind.

"Hello?" I call out, setting my cup down carefully on what I hope is still the side table next to me. "Mara? Is this a power outage?"

No one answers. I blink rapidly, waiting for my eyes to adjust. Slowly, shapes begin to emerge from the darkness—the hulking silhouette of the fireplace, the ghostly outlines of furniture. And then, one by one, candles begin to light themselves throughout the room.

At least, that's what it looks like. Tiny flames appear on candles I hadn't even noticed before—on the mantelpiece, on bookshelves, on side tables. The common room transforms into a cave of flickering golden light, shadows dancing on the walls like living things.

"Mara?" I call again, standing up. "Rhea? Ella? Is anyone there?"

Still no answer. The silence is thick enough to touch.

I move cautiously through the room, heading for the hallway. Maybe the breaker box needs to be reset, or maybe this is just some quirk of an old building. But the self-lighting candles... that's harder to explain away.

The hallway is also lined with candles, their flames casting just enough light to navigate by but not enough to feel secure. The shadows seem deeper here, more substantial somehow, as if they're made of something denser than mere absence of light.

That's when I notice the portraits.

During the day, they seemed like ordinary paintings—a bit old-fashioned and somber, but nothing special. Now, in the wavering candlelight, they're transformed. The faces seem more alive, more present, their painted eyes gleaming with an inner light that has nothing to do with the candles.

And they're watching me.

I freeze, feeling a cold sweat break out along my spine. The painted woman to my right, dressed in what looks like Victorian clothing, has her eyes fixed directly on me. I take a step to the left, and her gaze follows. Not just a trick of perspective or the flickering light—her eyes actually move.

"This isn't real," I mutter to myself, but my voice sounds thin and unconvincing even to my own ears.

I continue down the hallway, trying not to look at the portraits, but it's impossible not to feel their gaze on me. There must be dozens of them lining the walls, men and women from different eras, all watching my progress with silent intensity.

"It's just the candlelight," I tell myself. "Just shadows moving across static images."

But I don't believe it, especially when one of the portraits—a stern-looking man with a bushy beard—seems to frown more deeply as I pass, his painted brows drawing together in disapproval or warning.

I quicken my pace, not sure where I'm going but needing to get away from those watching eyes. The hallway seems longer than I remember, stretching on into darkness with just those pools of candlelight marking the way like breadcrumbs in a dark forest.

Finally, I reach a door I don't recognize. It's partially open, a warm glow spilling out from inside. I hesitate, hand on the smooth wood. I should probably find Mara or one of the others, let them know about the power outage (if they don't already know). But curiosity pulls at me stronger than caution.

I push the door open wider.

It's an office, or a study perhaps. A large oak desk dominates the room, its surface scattered with papers, books, and a few curious objects I can't identify from the doorway. Bookshelves line the walls, packed with volumes of various sizes and apparent ages. A comfortable-looking leather chair sits behind the desk, and two smaller chairs face it, as if ready for visitors or consultations.

Like the rest of the inn, this room is lit only by candles—a dozen or more of them in various holders, casting a warm, golden light that makes the wood paneling gleam. There's a fireplace on one wall, cold now but ready for use.

It looks like a private space, not somewhere guests are meant to wander into. I should probably back out, close the door, pretend I never saw it. But something draws me in—the same pull I've felt since arriving at this strange inn.

I step inside and close the door softly behind me. The room feels immediate, as if whoever uses it has just stepped out momentarily and might return any second. There's even a cup of what looks like tea on the desk, still giving off faint wisps of steam.

Moving closer to the desk, I see that the papers scattered across it are covered in handwriting—some in neat, careful script, others in hurried scrawls as if the writer couldn't get the thoughts down fast enough. There are diagrams too, strange symbols and lines connecting in patterns that make no sense to me.

At the center of it all is a leather-bound journal, open to a page filled with that same urgent handwriting. I know I shouldn't read it—this is clearly someone's private workspace, their private thoughts. But as I lean closer, a phrase catches my eye: "The Wishwell Inn defies all rational explanation."

Before I know what I'm doing, I'm sinking into the leather chair behind the desk, pulling the journal closer, angling it to catch the candlelight.

"The Wishwell Inn defies all rational explanation," I read again, the words sending a chill through me despite the warmth of the room. "After three months of residence and research, I am forced to conclude that the building itself exists in a state of quantum uncertainty, both part of our world and separate from it. The laws of physics bend here, time flows differently, and reality itself seems malleable."

I flip back a few pages, looking for the beginning of this entry.

"May 15 - I have confirmed my initial suspicions about the location of the inn. It sits directly atop a confluence of leylines—those invisible channels of energy that crisscross our world. Ancient civilizations built their sacred sites on such confluences, recognizing their power. The Wishwell Inn is no exception, though I doubt its original builders knew what they were doing. Most likely they were drawn to this spot instinctively, feeling its power without understanding its source."

This is getting weird. Leylines? Quantum uncertainty? It sounds like something from a sci-fi novel, not notes about a quaint country inn. But after what I've experienced in the past twenty-four hours—Rhea's precognitive drawings, the intense connections I've felt with all three women—I can't dismiss it outright.

I continue reading, flipping forward to more recent entries.

"June 3 - The inn's most remarkable property, I've discovered, is its ability to align guests with what they most deeply desire. Not what they think they want, but what they truly need on a soul level. I've observed this phenomenon repeatedly. Guests arrive, often by seeming coincidence or misfortune—a wrong turn, a breakdown, a storm forcing them to seek shelter. They intend to stay only briefly but find themselves lingering, drawn into the inn's embrace. And then the changes begin.

"The inn seems to identify what I can only call a person's true desire—their authentic path, their real self, the connection or purpose they've been missing—and then systematically brings it into their awareness. Not by magic or mind control, but by creating conditions where they can no longer ignore or deny what they truly want. Some find this process exhilarating; others find it terrifying. It forces confrontation with the lies we tell ourselves about who we are and what we need."

I sit back, my mind racing. It fits. It fits too well to be coincidence. Mara taking me in during the storm, the immediate connection between us. Ella running from her wedding and ending up here, confronting her fear of real intimacy. Rhea drawing my face before she ever met me, forced to acknowledge a connection she can't rationalize.

I turn the page, eager for more.

"The three women who live here permanently—Mara, Rhea, and Ella—seem to be both facilitators and beneficiaries of the inn's power. They arrived as guests, each running from something, each denying some essential truth about themselves. The inn held them here, refusing to release them until they confronted their true desires. Now they remain by choice, helping others through the same process.

"I believe they are still in transition themselves. Mara, the nurturing soul who denies her own needs; Rhea, the visionary who fears her own power; Ella, the free spirit who runs from genuine connection. They help others find their path while still walking their own."

My hands are shaking now. This is too specific, too accurate to be the ramblings of some eccentric researcher. Whoever wrote this understands the women in ways that would be impossible without some deeper insight—or some truth to these claims about the inn's nature.

I flip to the most recent entry, dated just a week ago.

"I believe the inn is preparing for something significant. The energy has been building for weeks—I can feel it in the walls, see it in the behavior of the women. They're restless, expectant. Mara bakes constantly, preparing for a guest who hasn't arrived. Rhea draws the same face over and over, a man she's never met. Ella walks the perimeter of the property each dawn, like a sentinel waiting for a signal.

"Someone is coming—someone important to all three of them, and to the inn itself. I cannot predict what will happen when he arrives, but I sense it will change everything. For them, for him, perhaps even for the nature of the Wishwell Inn itself."

I close the journal with trembling hands, feeling like I've been punched in the gut. This was written before I arrived. Before my van broke down in the storm. Before I stumbled upon this inn that I'd never heard of before.

The inn aligns guests with what they most desire. The women were waiting for someone—for me—though they didn't know it consciously. Rhea's drawings weren't inexplicable; they were the inn's way of preparing her. Mara taking me in without question, Ella's immediate connection to me—it wasn't coincidence or chance.

It was what they truly wanted. What I truly wanted, though I didn't know it.

The realization hits me like a wave: the women aren't having breakdowns or acting irrationally. They're finally connecting with their true desires after what sounds like years of denial and running. And somehow, impossibly, I'm part of that desire for all three of them.

But what about me? What is my true desire that the inn is aligning me with? A connection I never found in my ordinary life? A purpose beyond delivering packages? Or something else entirely?

The candles flicker suddenly, as if disturbed by a draft, though the air in the room is still. I feel watched again, though there are no portraits in this room. Just the weight of something ancient and patient, observing my realization with what feels like satisfaction.

I should be terrified. I should be grabbing my still-damp clothes, finding my van keys, and getting the hell out of here, broken-down van or not. This isn't normal. None of this is normal.

But instead, I feel a strange calm settling over me, a sense of rightness I've never experienced before. Like I've been walking in the wrong direction my entire life, and now I've finally turned around to see where I should have been going all along.

I carefully replace the journal exactly as I found it and stand up. Whoever wrote these entries—and I realize I still don't know who that might be—has provided the missing piece I needed to understand what's happening here. Not fully, not completely, but enough to stop fighting it.

The candles dim slightly as I move toward the door, as if the room is acknowledging my departure. I pause with my hand on the doorknob, looking back at the desk with its scattered papers and open books.

"Thank you," I whisper, not sure if I'm thanking the unseen author of the journal or the inn itself.

The door opens silently under my touch, and I step back into the hallway. The portraits still watch me, but their gaze seems less menacing now, more curious, as if they're wondering what I'll do with the knowledge I've gained.

I make my way back toward the common room, each step feeling more certain than the last. The women of the Wishwell Inn are coming to terms with their true desires. And so, I realize with a mixture of terror and exhilaration, am I.

The evening settles over the Wishwell Inn like a heavy blanket, wrapping everything in a soft twilight that makes the old wood panelling glow amber. I'm sitting alone in the common room, nursing a cup of tea that Mara left for me before she disappeared again, thinking about the strange day I've had. From Mara's touch last night to Ella's desperate kiss this morning to Rhea's uncanny drawings this afternoon—my head is spinning with the impossibility of it all. My van seems like the least of my problems now, a distant concern from another life.

I've barely seen any of the women since Rhea's portrait session ended. Mara returned from town with groceries but quickly vanished into the kitchen, emerging only to hand me this tea with a soft smile that made my stomach flip. Ella is nowhere to be found—probably avoiding me after our encounter this morning. And Rhea retreated to what she called her studio after finishing her drawing, mumbling something about needing to process.

So here I am, alone with my thoughts and this cooling tea, watching shadows lengthen across the floor as day surrenders to night. Outside, the world has that deep blue quality that comes just before true darkness, making the windows look like paintings of night rather than actual openings to the outside.

That's when it happens. The soft, warm lamps around the common room flicker once, twice, and then go out completely. The sudden darkness is so complete that for a second, I think I've gone blind.

"Hello?" I call out, setting my cup down carefully on what I hope is still the side table next to me. "Mara? Is this a power outage?"

No one answers. I blink rapidly, waiting for my eyes to adjust. Slowly, shapes begin to emerge from the darkness—the hulking silhouette of the fireplace, the ghostly outlines of furniture. And then, one by one, candles begin to light themselves throughout the room.

At least, that's what it looks like. Tiny flames appear on candles I hadn't even noticed before—on the mantelpiece, on bookshelves, on side tables. The common room transforms into a cave of flickering golden light, shadows dancing on the walls like living things.

"Mara?" I call again, standing up. "Rhea? Ella? Is anyone there?"

Still no answer. The silence is thick enough to touch.

I move cautiously through the room, heading for the hallway. Maybe the breaker box needs to be reset, or maybe this is just some quirk of an old building. But the self-lighting candles... that's harder to explain away.

The hallway is also lined with candles, their flames casting just enough light to navigate by but not enough to feel secure. The shadows seem deeper here, more substantial somehow, as if they're made of something denser than mere absence of light.

That's when I notice the portraits.

During the day, they seemed like ordinary paintings—a bit old-fashioned and somber, but nothing special. Now, in the wavering candlelight, they're transformed. The faces seem more alive, more present, their painted eyes gleaming with an inner light that has nothing to do with the candles.

And they're watching me.

I freeze, feeling a cold sweat break out along my spine. The painted woman to my right, dressed in what looks like Victorian clothing, has her eyes fixed directly on me. I take a step to the left, and her gaze follows. Not just a trick of perspective or the flickering light—her eyes actually move.

"This isn't real," I mutter to myself, but my voice sounds thin and unconvincing even to my own ears.

I continue down the hallway, trying not to look at the portraits, but it's impossible not to feel their gaze on me. There must be dozens of them lining the walls, men and women from different eras, all watching my progress with silent intensity.

"It's just the candlelight," I tell myself. "Just shadows moving across static images."

But I don't believe it, especially when one of the portraits—a stern-looking man with a bushy beard—seems to frown more deeply as I pass, his painted brows drawing together in disapproval or warning.

I quicken my pace, not sure where I'm going but needing to get away from those watching eyes. The hallway seems longer than I remember, stretching on into darkness with just those pools of candlelight marking the way like breadcrumbs in a dark forest.

Finally, I reach a door I don't recognize. It's partially open, a warm glow spilling out from inside. I hesitate, hand on the smooth wood. I should probably find Mara or one of the others, let them know about the power outage (if they don't already know). But curiosity pulls at me stronger than caution.

I push the door open wider.

It's an office, or a study perhaps. A large oak desk dominates the room, its surface scattered with papers, books, and a few curious objects I can't identify from the doorway. Bookshelves line the walls, packed with volumes of various sizes and apparent ages. A comfortable-looking leather chair sits behind the desk, and two smaller chairs face it, as if ready for visitors or consultations.

Like the rest of the inn, this room is lit only by candles—a dozen or more of them in various holders, casting a warm, golden light that makes the wood paneling gleam. There's a fireplace on one wall, cold now but ready for use.

It looks like a private space, not somewhere guests are meant to wander into. I should probably back out, close the door, pretend I never saw it. But something draws me in—the same pull I've felt since arriving at this strange inn.

I step inside and close the door softly behind me. The room feels immediate, as if whoever uses it has just stepped out momentarily and might return any second. There's even a cup of what looks like tea on the desk, still giving off faint wisps of steam.

Moving closer to the desk, I see that the papers scattered across it are covered in handwriting—some in neat, careful script, others in hurried scrawls as if the writer couldn't get the thoughts down fast enough. There are diagrams too, strange symbols and lines connecting in patterns that make no sense to me.

At the center of it all is a leather-bound journal, open to a page filled with that same urgent handwriting. I know I shouldn't read it—this is clearly someone's private workspace, their private thoughts. But as I lean closer, a phrase catches my eye: "The Wishwell Inn defies all rational explanation."

Before I know what I'm doing, I'm sinking into the leather chair behind the desk, pulling the journal closer, angling it to catch the candlelight.

"The Wishwell Inn defies all rational explanation," I read again, the words sending a chill through me despite the warmth of the room. "After three months of residence and research, I am forced to conclude that the building itself exists in a state of quantum uncertainty, both part of our world and separate from it. The laws of physics bend here, time flows differently, and reality itself seems malleable."

I flip back a few pages, looking for the beginning of this entry.

"May 15 - I have confirmed my initial suspicions about the location of the inn. It sits directly atop a confluence of leylines—those invisible channels of energy that crisscross our world. Ancient civilizations built their sacred sites on such confluences, recognizing their power. The Wishwell Inn is no exception, though I doubt its original builders knew what they were doing. Most likely they were drawn to this spot instinctively, feeling its power without understanding its source."

This is getting weird. Leylines? Quantum uncertainty? It sounds like something from a sci-fi novel, not notes about a quaint country inn. But after what I've experienced in the past twenty-four hours—Rhea's precognitive drawings, the intense connections I've felt with all three women—I can't dismiss it outright.

I continue reading, flipping forward to more recent entries.

"June 3 - The inn's most remarkable property, I've discovered, is its ability to align guests with what they most deeply desire. Not what they think they want, but what they truly need on a soul level. I've observed this phenomenon repeatedly. Guests arrive, often by seeming coincidence or misfortune—a wrong turn, a breakdown, a storm forcing them to seek shelter. They intend to stay only briefly but find themselves lingering, drawn into the inn's embrace. And then the changes begin.

"The inn seems to identify what I can only call a person's true desire—their authentic path, their real self, the connection or purpose they've been missing—and then systematically brings it into their awareness. Not by magic or mind control, but by creating conditions where they can no longer ignore or deny what they truly want. Some find this process exhilarating; others find it terrifying. It forces confrontation with the lies we tell ourselves about who we are and what we need."

I sit back, my mind racing. It fits. It fits too well to be coincidence. Mara taking me in during the storm, the immediate connection between us. Ella running from her wedding and ending up here, confronting her fear of real intimacy. Rhea drawing my face before she ever met me, forced to acknowledge a connection she can't rationalize.

I turn the page, eager for more.

"The three women who live here permanently—Mara, Rhea, and Ella—seem to be both facilitators and beneficiaries of the inn's power. They arrived as guests, each running from something, each denying some essential truth about themselves. The inn held them here, refusing to release them until they confronted their true desires. Now they remain by choice, helping others through the same process.

"I believe they are still in transition themselves. Mara, the nurturing soul who denies her own needs; Rhea, the visionary who fears her own power; Ella, the free spirit who runs from genuine connection. They help others find their path while still walking their own."

My hands are shaking now. This is too specific, too accurate to be the ramblings of some eccentric researcher. Whoever wrote this understands the women in ways that would be impossible without some deeper insight—or some truth to these claims about the inn's nature.

I flip to the most recent entry, dated just a week ago.

"I believe the inn is preparing for something significant. The energy has been building for weeks—I can feel it in the walls, see it in the behavior of the women. They're restless, expectant. Mara bakes constantly, preparing for a guest who hasn't arrived. Rhea draws the same face over and over, a man she's never met. Ella walks the perimeter of the property each dawn, like a sentinel waiting for a signal.

"Someone is coming—someone important to all three of them, and to the inn itself. I cannot predict what will happen when he arrives, but I sense it will change everything. For them, for him, perhaps even for the nature of the Wishwell Inn itself."

I close the journal with trembling hands, feeling like I've been punched in the gut. This was written before I arrived. Before my van broke down in the storm. Before I stumbled upon this inn that I'd never heard of before.

The inn aligns guests with what they most desire. The women were waiting for someone—for me—though they didn't know it consciously. Rhea's drawings weren't inexplicable; they were the inn's way of preparing her. Mara taking me in without question, Ella's immediate connection to me—it wasn't coincidence or chance.

It was what they truly wanted. What I truly wanted, though I didn't know it.

The realization hits me like a wave: the women aren't having breakdowns or acting irrationally. They're finally connecting with their true desires after what sounds like years of denial and running. And somehow, impossibly, I'm part of that desire for all three of them.

But what about me? What is my true desire that the inn is aligning me with? A connection I never found in my ordinary life? A purpose beyond delivering packages? Or something else entirely?

The candles flicker suddenly, as if disturbed by a draft, though the air in the room is still. I feel watched again, though there are no portraits in this room. Just the weight of something ancient and patient, observing my realization with what feels like satisfaction.

I should be terrified. I should be grabbing my still-damp clothes, finding my van keys, and getting the hell out of here, broken-down van or not. This isn't normal. None of this is normal.

But instead, I feel a strange calm settling over me, a sense of rightness I've never experienced before. Like I've been walking in the wrong direction my entire life, and now I've finally turned around to see where I should have been going all along.

I carefully replace the journal exactly as I found it and stand up. Whoever wrote these entries—and I realize I still don't know who that might be—has provided the missing piece I needed to understand what's happening here. Not fully, not completely, but enough to stop fighting it.

The candles dim slightly as I move toward the door, as if the room is acknowledging my departure. I pause with my hand on the doorknob, looking back at the desk with its scattered papers and open books.

"Thank you," I whisper, not sure if I'm thanking the unseen author of the journal or the inn itself.

The door opens silently under my touch, and I step back into the hallway. The portraits still watch me, but their gaze seems less menacing now, more curious, as if they're wondering what I'll do with the knowledge I've gained.

I make my way back toward the common room, each step feeling more certain than the last. The women of the Wishwell Inn are coming to terms with their true desires. And so, I realize with a mixture of terror and exhilaration, am I.


Chapter 5



I'm still standing in the hallway, processing what I've just read in that mysterious journal, when I feel it—a change in the air, a shift in the shadows cast by the candles lining the walls. I turn slowly, half-expecting to see another portrait with living eyes watching my every move. Instead, I see Rhea. She stands at the end of the hallway, a single candle held in her pale hand, its flame dancing in the subtle draft. The light catches her red hair, turning it into a crown of fire around her face, and for a moment, she doesn't look entirely human—more like some ancient goddess come to judge the living.

"You found it," she says, her voice so soft I almost miss it. "The office."

I straighten up, feeling like I've been caught doing something forbidden. "I was looking for someone to tell about the power outage," I explain, though it sounds weak even to my own ears.

Rhea moves toward me, each step deliberate, the candle flame swaying with her movement. She's wearing that oversized black cardigan again, but it's slipped off one shoulder completely now, revealing pale skin scattered with freckles like constellations. Her eyes—those intense green eyes that seemed to see through me this morning—are different in the candlelight, darker, more mysterious.

"There is no power outage," she says, stopping a few feet away from me. "The inn does this sometimes. Especially when..." She trails off, her gaze dropping to the floor briefly before finding mine again. "Especially when things are changing."

"Things like what?" I ask, though I have a feeling I already know the answer after reading that journal.

Rhea's free hand rises to her throat, fingers playing nervously with one of her silver necklaces. "Things like you being here," she says. "Things like what's happening between all of us." She swallows visibly. "Things like what I think is about to happen between you and me."

The air between us feels charged, electric. I remember our almost-kiss this morning, how we pulled back at the last second. There won't be any pulling back this time—I can feel it, and I think she can too.

"Come with me?" she asks, and though it's a question, there's a certainty in her eyes that tells me she already knows my answer. She extends her hand, the one not holding the candle, palm up, waiting.

I take her hand. Her skin is cool against mine, but that same jolt from this morning passes between us at the contact. She inhales sharply, her fingers tightening around mine.

"Where are we going?" I ask, though again, I suspect I know.

"My room," she says, her voice breathy, almost a whisper. "My studio. I want to show you... I need to show you something." There's fear in her eyes now, mixed with the desire—fear of her own feelings, perhaps, or fear of what will happen when we're alone together.

She leads me down the hallway, past the watching portraits whose eyes seem to follow our progress with knowing looks. The candle casts our shadows on the wall—elongated, distorted versions of ourselves that seem to move independently, reaching for each other in ways our physical bodies haven't yet.

We climb a narrow staircase I haven't seen before, the wooden steps creaking beneath our weight. Rhea's hand remains in mine, guiding me up into the darkness that the single candle barely penetrates.

"This part of the inn isn't used for guests," she explains over her shoulder. "It's just for us—me, Mara, and Ella. Our private spaces."

At the top of the stairs is another hallway, shorter than the one below, with just three doors. Rhea leads me to the one at the end, pausing with her hand on the knob.

"I've never brought anyone here before," she admits, her voice trembling slightly. "It's... it's very personal. Very private."

I squeeze her hand gently. "You don't have to show me if you don't want to."

She looks up at me, the candle flame reflecting in her eyes. "I do want to," she says. "That's what scares me. How much I want to."

Before I can respond, she pushes the door open and steps inside, pulling me with her.

The room is larger than I expected, with sloped ceilings that suggest we're in what was once an attic space. But what takes my breath away are the walls. Every inch of them is covered with artwork—paintings, sketches, charcoal drawings. Some are pinned directly to the wall; others are framed; still others appear to be painted directly onto the plaster. And they all share common themes: storms, with clouds swirling in violent patterns; bodies, mostly nude, captured in moments of passion or pain; eyes, dozens of them, watching from every corner of the room.

And me. My face, my hands, my body—rendered in various media, from different angles, in different states of dress and undress. Some show me as I was yesterday, soaking wet from the storm. Others show me as I am now, in borrowed clothes. And some show me as I've never been, at least not in this life—sleeping in a bed I don't recognize, standing in a garden I've never seen, laughing with an expression of joy I'm not sure has ever crossed my actual face.

"Rhea," I breathe, turning slowly to take it all in. "This is..."

"Obsessive? Creepy? Impossible?" she suggests, setting the candle down on a small table by the door. The room is already lit by dozens of other candles, their warm glow making the artwork seem to pulse with life.

"Beautiful," I finish, because it is. Despite the strangeness of seeing myself through her eyes, despite the impossibility of her having drawn me before we ever met, the work itself is stunning—raw, honest, powerful.

"I didn't understand it," she says, moving to stand beside me as I examine a particularly detailed drawing of my face in profile. "Why you kept appearing in my mind, in my hands." She holds up her fingers, stained with charcoal and paint. "I thought I was losing my mind. And then you showed up, looking exactly like the man I'd been drawing for weeks, and I..."

She trails off, taking a shuddering breath that makes the candle flames waver.

"And you what?" I prompt gently, turning to face her.

Her eyes meet mine, wide and vulnerable. "And I knew," she whispers. "I knew why the inn had been showing you to me. Why I couldn't get your face out of my head, my hands, my art." She steps closer, her body mere inches from mine. "It was preparing me. For you."

She reaches up, her cool fingers touching my face, tracing the line of my jaw, the curve of my cheek, the arch of my brow—just as she's drawn them dozens of times. Her touch is reverent, explorative, like I'm a sculpture she's created and is now touching for the first time.

"I've drawn every part of you," she says, her voice low and intimate. "Your hands, your shoulders, your back." Her fingers move down my neck to my collarbone, visible where the flannel shirt is unbuttoned at the top. "But I've never touched you. Not like this. Not until now."

Her hands move to my shoulders, down my arms, across my chest—mapping me through my clothes, comparing the reality to what she's imagined and captured in her art. I stand still, letting her explore, my breath coming faster as her touch becomes more confident, more possessive.

"You're exactly as I drew you," she murmurs, her eyes following the path of her hands. "But also different. Warmer. More real."

Her fingers find the buttons of my shirt, working them open slowly, deliberately. I don't stop her. I couldn't if I wanted to—which I don't. There's something hypnotic about her touch, about the look of wonder on her face as she reveals more of my skin.

When my shirt is fully open, she pushes it off my shoulders, letting it fall to the floor. Her eyes drink in the sight of my bare chest, and her hands follow, touching my skin directly now. Her fingertips trace the lines of my ribs, the dip of my navel, the curve of my hip bones above the waistband of my jeans.

"I've drawn this," she says, almost to herself. "A thousand times, I've drawn this. But I never knew..." She looks up at me, her eyes dark with desire. "I never knew how it would feel to touch you."

I reach for her then, unable to stand the one-sided exploration any longer. My hands find her waist, feeling the smallness of it beneath the oversized cardigan. She trembles at my touch but doesn't pull away.

"May I?" I ask, my fingers playing with the edge of her cardigan.

She nods, swallowing visibly. "Yes," she whispers.

I push the cardigan off her shoulders, letting it pool around her feet. Beneath it, she's wearing a simple black dress, thin-strapped and ending mid-thigh. The material is thin enough that I can see the outline of her body underneath—the small curves of her breasts, the indent of her waist, the slight flare of her hips.

"You're beautiful," I tell her, because she is. Not in the conventional, obvious way that Mara is beautiful, or the wild, vibrant way that Ella is beautiful. Rhea's beauty is subtle, ethereal, like a ghost or a dream made flesh.

She smiles, a small, shy curve of her lips. "So are you," she says. "I've captured that in my art, but it's different seeing it with my eyes instead of my mind."

Her hands return to my body, more confident now, tracing patterns on my skin that feel like they might be leaving marks, though when I look down there's nothing there but goosebumps rising in the wake of her touch.

"I want to see all of you," she says, her voice stronger now, more certain. Her fingers find the button of my jeans. "May I?"

"Yes," I say, my voice rougher than I intended.

She undoes the button, pulls down the zipper, her movements slow and deliberate. She hooks her thumbs in the waistband and pushes the jeans down, kneeling to help me step out of them. Now I'm standing in just my boxers, and it's obvious how aroused I am, the material tented by my erection.

Rhea looks up at me from her kneeling position, her green eyes dark with desire. "I've drawn this too," she says, her voice barely audible. "But I didn't know..." She reaches out, her fingers tracing the outline of my cock through the cotton. "I didn't know how it would make me feel to see it. To touch it."

I groan at the contact, unable to hold back the sound. Rhea stands in one fluid motion, her face inches from mine.

"I want you to see me too," she says. "All of me."

Before I can respond, she reaches behind her back and pulls down a hidden zipper. The black dress falls away, revealing her naked body. She's wearing nothing underneath, not even underwear.

Rhea is slim but shapely, her body a study in delicate curves. Her breasts are small but perfectly formed, tipped with pink nipples that have hardened in the cool air of the room. Her waist is narrow, her hips flaring out just enough to create a gentle hourglass. Her skin is pale, almost luminous in the candlelight, with freckles scattered across her shoulders and the tops of her breasts like stars.

"You're exquisite," I breathe, taking in the sight of her.

"Touch me," she says, her voice a command and a plea all at once. "Please, Joseph. Touch me like I've touched you."

I reach for her, my hands finding her waist, sliding up to cup her breasts. They fit perfectly in my palms, the nipples hard against my skin. Rhea gasps, her head falling back, exposing the long line of her throat. I bend to kiss it, tasting her pulse beneath my lips.

My hands explore her body as hers did mine, learning the feel of her skin, the curves and hollows, the places that make her gasp or moan when I touch them. She melts into my exploration, her own hands continuing their journey across my body.

When her fingers slip beneath the waistband of my boxers, I groan against her neck. She pushes the material down, freeing my erection. Her cool hand wraps around it, stroking once, twice, pulling another groan from my throat.

"I need you," she whispers, her voice urgent. "Now. Please."

I lift her, her legs wrapping around my waist, and carry her across the room to where a large blank canvas leans against the wall. I press her back against it, her naked body framed by the white surface, like she's about to become art herself.

"Like this?" I ask, positioning myself at her entrance.

"Yes," she breathes, her arms around my neck, her green eyes locked on mine. "Like this. Against my art. Against all the versions of you I created before I knew you."

I push into her slowly, watching her face as I do. Her eyes widen, her lips part, her breath catches. She's tight and hot around me, her body accepting me inch by inch until I'm fully seated inside her.

"Joseph," she gasps, my name a prayer on her lips.

I begin to move, finding a rhythm that makes her moan. Her legs tighten around my waist, pulling me deeper with each thrust. Her hands grip my shoulders, fingers digging into muscle, leaving marks I'll feel tomorrow.

There's something different about this encounter—different from my night with Mara, different from my morning with Ella. Those were passionate, yes, but this... this feels almost ritualistic. Sacred, somehow. Like we're participating in something ancient and powerful that's been set in motion by forces beyond our understanding.

Rhea seems to feel it too. Her movements have a deliberate quality to them, her eyes never leaving mine even as pleasure contorts her features. The candles around the room seem to burn brighter, their flames stretching toward the ceiling as our bodies move together.

"I knew," she whispers between gasps. "I knew you would come. I knew we would do this. I saw it. I felt it. I drew it."

She gestures weakly toward one corner of the room where, indeed, there's a sketch of two figures entwined just as we are now, their faces obscured but their postures unmistakable.

"The inn showed you," I say, understanding dawning even through the haze of pleasure. "It showed you what would happen. What we would become to each other."

"Yes," she moans as I hit a particularly sensitive spot inside her. "Yes, the inn. The inn knows. It always knows."

Our pace increases, driven by a need that seems both entirely human and somehow beyond us. Rhea's body tightens around me, her breathing becoming more erratic. I can feel my own release building, a pressure at the base of my spine that threatens to explode.

"Joseph," she gasps, her fingers digging deeper into my shoulders. "I'm going to⁠—"

"Yes," I urge her, driving deeper. "Let go, Rhea. I've got you."

She comes with a cry that sounds like relief and wonder all at once, her body clenching around mine in waves that trigger my own release. I bury myself deep inside her, my face in her neck, her name a groan on my lips as pleasure crashes through me.

For a long moment, we stay like that, connected, trembling with aftershocks, our breathing gradually slowing. I'm still holding her against the canvas, her legs around my waist, her arms around my neck. I can feel her heartbeat against my chest, rapid but steadying.

Finally, gently, I lower her to her feet, still supporting her as her legs seem unsteady. She leans against me, her head on my shoulder, her breath warm against my skin.

"That was..." she begins, then stops, apparently unable to find the words.

"I know," I say, because I do. There are no words adequate for what just happened between us—not just the physical pleasure, but the sense of connection, of recognition, of fate fulfilled.

I lead her to a small bed tucked in one corner of the room, layered with blankets and pillows in rich, jewel tones. We lie down together, Rhea curling against my side, her head on my shoulder, her hand over my heart. The candlelight plays across her pale skin, turning it golden, making the tiny freckles seem to dance.

"I've dreamed this," she murmurs, her voice heavy with approaching sleep. "Not just drawn it. Dreamed it. You, here, with me."

Her breathing slows, deepens, and I realize she's falling asleep. I pull a blanket over us, cradling her small body against mine, feeling protective and possessed all at once.

As Rhea sleeps, I stare up at the ceiling, at the shadows cast by the candles that still burn around the room. I think about the journal I found, about what it said regarding the Wishwell Inn and its power to align people with their true desires. I think about Mara, with her nurturing warmth and quiet strength. About Ella, with her wild energy and desperate need for connection. About Rhea, with her visionary sight and deep understanding of things beyond the ordinary.

Three women, so different from each other, yet all somehow connected to me in ways that defy logical explanation. Was it fate that brought me here? That made my van break down at exactly the right moment, in exactly the right place, during exactly the right storm? Was it the inn itself, with its mysterious ability to bring people to what they truly desire?

Rhea stirs in her sleep, mumbling something incomprehensible before settling again, her body warm and trusting against mine. Looking down at her, at the peace on her face that wasn't there when she was awake, I find I don't really care about the answers to those questions. Whether it was fate or chance or some magical property of the Wishwell Inn that brought me here, I'm glad it happened. Glad to have met these women, to have connected with them, to have perhaps found something I didn't even know I was missing.

The candles begin to go out one by one, not sputtering as if they've burned down, but simply extinguishing themselves as if someone is moving around the room blowing them out. But there's no one there—just me and Rhea, and the inn itself, settling around us like a protective embrace.

As the last candle flickers out, I close my eyes, letting sleep claim me. My last thought before drifting off is simple, certain: Whatever force brought me to the Wishwell Inn, I'm exactly where I'm supposed to be.

I'm still standing in the hallway, processing what I've just read in that mysterious journal, when I feel it—a change in the air, a shift in the shadows cast by the candles lining the walls. I turn slowly, half-expecting to see another portrait with living eyes watching my every move. Instead, I see Rhea. She stands at the end of the hallway, a single candle held in her pale hand, its flame dancing in the subtle draft. The light catches her red hair, turning it into a crown of fire around her face, and for a moment, she doesn't look entirely human—more like some ancient goddess come to judge the living.

"You found it," she says, her voice so soft I almost miss it. "The office."

I straighten up, feeling like I've been caught doing something forbidden. "I was looking for someone to tell about the power outage," I explain, though it sounds weak even to my own ears.

Rhea moves toward me, each step deliberate, the candle flame swaying with her movement. She's wearing that oversized black cardigan again, but it's slipped off one shoulder completely now, revealing pale skin scattered with freckles like constellations. Her eyes—those intense green eyes that seemed to see through me this morning—are different in the candlelight, darker, more mysterious.

"There is no power outage," she says, stopping a few feet away from me. "The inn does this sometimes. Especially when..." She trails off, her gaze dropping to the floor briefly before finding mine again. "Especially when things are changing."

"Things like what?" I ask, though I have a feeling I already know the answer after reading that journal.

Rhea's free hand rises to her throat, fingers playing nervously with one of her silver necklaces. "Things like you being here," she says. "Things like what's happening between all of us." She swallows visibly. "Things like what I think is about to happen between you and me."

The air between us feels charged, electric. I remember our almost-kiss this morning, how we pulled back at the last second. There won't be any pulling back this time—I can feel it, and I think she can too.

"Come with me?" she asks, and though it's a question, there's a certainty in her eyes that tells me she already knows my answer. She extends her hand, the one not holding the candle, palm up, waiting.

I take her hand. Her skin is cool against mine, but that same jolt from this morning passes between us at the contact. She inhales sharply, her fingers tightening around mine.

"Where are we going?" I ask, though again, I suspect I know.

"My room," she says, her voice breathy, almost a whisper. "My studio. I want to show you... I need to show you something." There's fear in her eyes now, mixed with the desire—fear of her own feelings, perhaps, or fear of what will happen when we're alone together.

She leads me down the hallway, past the watching portraits whose eyes seem to follow our progress with knowing looks. The candle casts our shadows on the wall—elongated, distorted versions of ourselves that seem to move independently, reaching for each other in ways our physical bodies haven't yet.

We climb a narrow staircase I haven't seen before, the wooden steps creaking beneath our weight. Rhea's hand remains in mine, guiding me up into the darkness that the single candle barely penetrates.

"This part of the inn isn't used for guests," she explains over her shoulder. "It's just for us—me, Mara, and Ella. Our private spaces."

At the top of the stairs is another hallway, shorter than the one below, with just three doors. Rhea leads me to the one at the end, pausing with her hand on the knob.

"I've never brought anyone here before," she admits, her voice trembling slightly. "It's... it's very personal. Very private."

I squeeze her hand gently. "You don't have to show me if you don't want to."

She looks up at me, the candle flame reflecting in her eyes. "I do want to," she says. "That's what scares me. How much I want to."

Before I can respond, she pushes the door open and steps inside, pulling me with her.

The room is larger than I expected, with sloped ceilings that suggest we're in what was once an attic space. But what takes my breath away are the walls. Every inch of them is covered with artwork—paintings, sketches, charcoal drawings. Some are pinned directly to the wall; others are framed; still others appear to be painted directly onto the plaster. And they all share common themes: storms, with clouds swirling in violent patterns; bodies, mostly nude, captured in moments of passion or pain; eyes, dozens of them, watching from every corner of the room.

And me. My face, my hands, my body—rendered in various media, from different angles, in different states of dress and undress. Some show me as I was yesterday, soaking wet from the storm. Others show me as I am now, in borrowed clothes. And some show me as I've never been, at least not in this life—sleeping in a bed I don't recognize, standing in a garden I've never seen, laughing with an expression of joy I'm not sure has ever crossed my actual face.

"Rhea," I breathe, turning slowly to take it all in. "This is..."

"Obsessive? Creepy? Impossible?" she suggests, setting the candle down on a small table by the door. The room is already lit by dozens of other candles, their warm glow making the artwork seem to pulse with life.

"Beautiful," I finish, because it is. Despite the strangeness of seeing myself through her eyes, despite the impossibility of her having drawn me before we ever met, the work itself is stunning—raw, honest, powerful.

"I didn't understand it," she says, moving to stand beside me as I examine a particularly detailed drawing of my face in profile. "Why you kept appearing in my mind, in my hands." She holds up her fingers, stained with charcoal and paint. "I thought I was losing my mind. And then you showed up, looking exactly like the man I'd been drawing for weeks, and I..."

She trails off, taking a shuddering breath that makes the candle flames waver.

"And you what?" I prompt gently, turning to face her.

Her eyes meet mine, wide and vulnerable. "And I knew," she whispers. "I knew why the inn had been showing you to me. Why I couldn't get your face out of my head, my hands, my art." She steps closer, her body mere inches from mine. "It was preparing me. For you."

She reaches up, her cool fingers touching my face, tracing the line of my jaw, the curve of my cheek, the arch of my brow—just as she's drawn them dozens of times. Her touch is reverent, explorative, like I'm a sculpture she's created and is now touching for the first time.

"I've drawn every part of you," she says, her voice low and intimate. "Your hands, your shoulders, your back." Her fingers move down my neck to my collarbone, visible where the flannel shirt is unbuttoned at the top. "But I've never touched you. Not like this. Not until now."

Her hands move to my shoulders, down my arms, across my chest—mapping me through my clothes, comparing the reality to what she's imagined and captured in her art. I stand still, letting her explore, my breath coming faster as her touch becomes more confident, more possessive.

"You're exactly as I drew you," she murmurs, her eyes following the path of her hands. "But also different. Warmer. More real."

Her fingers find the buttons of my shirt, working them open slowly, deliberately. I don't stop her. I couldn't if I wanted to—which I don't. There's something hypnotic about her touch, about the look of wonder on her face as she reveals more of my skin.

When my shirt is fully open, she pushes it off my shoulders, letting it fall to the floor. Her eyes drink in the sight of my bare chest, and her hands follow, touching my skin directly now. Her fingertips trace the lines of my ribs, the dip of my navel, the curve of my hip bones above the waistband of my jeans.

"I've drawn this," she says, almost to herself. "A thousand times, I've drawn this. But I never knew..." She looks up at me, her eyes dark with desire. "I never knew how it would feel to touch you."

I reach for her then, unable to stand the one-sided exploration any longer. My hands find her waist, feeling the smallness of it beneath the oversized cardigan. She trembles at my touch but doesn't pull away.

"May I?" I ask, my fingers playing with the edge of her cardigan.

She nods, swallowing visibly. "Yes," she whispers.

I push the cardigan off her shoulders, letting it pool around her feet. Beneath it, she's wearing a simple black dress, thin-strapped and ending mid-thigh. The material is thin enough that I can see the outline of her body underneath—the small curves of her breasts, the indent of her waist, the slight flare of her hips.

"You're beautiful," I tell her, because she is. Not in the conventional, obvious way that Mara is beautiful, or the wild, vibrant way that Ella is beautiful. Rhea's beauty is subtle, ethereal, like a ghost or a dream made flesh.

She smiles, a small, shy curve of her lips. "So are you," she says. "I've captured that in my art, but it's different seeing it with my eyes instead of my mind."

Her hands return to my body, more confident now, tracing patterns on my skin that feel like they might be leaving marks, though when I look down there's nothing there but goosebumps rising in the wake of her touch.

"I want to see all of you," she says, her voice stronger now, more certain. Her fingers find the button of my jeans. "May I?"

"Yes," I say, my voice rougher than I intended.

She undoes the button, pulls down the zipper, her movements slow and deliberate. She hooks her thumbs in the waistband and pushes the jeans down, kneeling to help me step out of them. Now I'm standing in just my boxers, and it's obvious how aroused I am, the material tented by my erection.

Rhea looks up at me from her kneeling position, her green eyes dark with desire. "I've drawn this too," she says, her voice barely audible. "But I didn't know..." She reaches out, her fingers tracing the outline of my cock through the cotton. "I didn't know how it would make me feel to see it. To touch it."

I groan at the contact, unable to hold back the sound. Rhea stands in one fluid motion, her face inches from mine.

"I want you to see me too," she says. "All of me."

Before I can respond, she reaches behind her back and pulls down a hidden zipper. The black dress falls away, revealing her naked body. She's wearing nothing underneath, not even underwear.

Rhea is slim but shapely, her body a study in delicate curves. Her breasts are small but perfectly formed, tipped with pink nipples that have hardened in the cool air of the room. Her waist is narrow, her hips flaring out just enough to create a gentle hourglass. Her skin is pale, almost luminous in the candlelight, with freckles scattered across her shoulders and the tops of her breasts like stars.

"You're exquisite," I breathe, taking in the sight of her.

"Touch me," she says, her voice a command and a plea all at once. "Please, Joseph. Touch me like I've touched you."

I reach for her, my hands finding her waist, sliding up to cup her breasts. They fit perfectly in my palms, the nipples hard against my skin. Rhea gasps, her head falling back, exposing the long line of her throat. I bend to kiss it, tasting her pulse beneath my lips.

My hands explore her body as hers did mine, learning the feel of her skin, the curves and hollows, the places that make her gasp or moan when I touch them. She melts into my exploration, her own hands continuing their journey across my body.

When her fingers slip beneath the waistband of my boxers, I groan against her neck. She pushes the material down, freeing my erection. Her cool hand wraps around it, stroking once, twice, pulling another groan from my throat.

"I need you," she whispers, her voice urgent. "Now. Please."

I lift her, her legs wrapping around my waist, and carry her across the room to where a large blank canvas leans against the wall. I press her back against it, her naked body framed by the white surface, like she's about to become art herself.

"Like this?" I ask, positioning myself at her entrance.

"Yes," she breathes, her arms around my neck, her green eyes locked on mine. "Like this. Against my art. Against all the versions of you I created before I knew you."

I push into her slowly, watching her face as I do. Her eyes widen, her lips part, her breath catches. She's tight and hot around me, her body accepting me inch by inch until I'm fully seated inside her.

"Joseph," she gasps, my name a prayer on her lips.

I begin to move, finding a rhythm that makes her moan. Her legs tighten around my waist, pulling me deeper with each thrust. Her hands grip my shoulders, fingers digging into muscle, leaving marks I'll feel tomorrow.

There's something different about this encounter—different from my night with Mara, different from my morning with Ella. Those were passionate, yes, but this... this feels almost ritualistic. Sacred, somehow. Like we're participating in something ancient and powerful that's been set in motion by forces beyond our understanding.

Rhea seems to feel it too. Her movements have a deliberate quality to them, her eyes never leaving mine even as pleasure contorts her features. The candles around the room seem to burn brighter, their flames stretching toward the ceiling as our bodies move together.

"I knew," she whispers between gasps. "I knew you would come. I knew we would do this. I saw it. I felt it. I drew it."

She gestures weakly toward one corner of the room where, indeed, there's a sketch of two figures entwined just as we are now, their faces obscured but their postures unmistakable.

"The inn showed you," I say, understanding dawning even through the haze of pleasure. "It showed you what would happen. What we would become to each other."

"Yes," she moans as I hit a particularly sensitive spot inside her. "Yes, the inn. The inn knows. It always knows."

Our pace increases, driven by a need that seems both entirely human and somehow beyond us. Rhea's body tightens around me, her breathing becoming more erratic. I can feel my own release building, a pressure at the base of my spine that threatens to explode.

"Joseph," she gasps, her fingers digging deeper into my shoulders. "I'm going to⁠—"

"Yes," I urge her, driving deeper. "Let go, Rhea. I've got you."

She comes with a cry that sounds like relief and wonder all at once, her body clenching around mine in waves that trigger my own release. I bury myself deep inside her, my face in her neck, her name a groan on my lips as pleasure crashes through me.

For a long moment, we stay like that, connected, trembling with aftershocks, our breathing gradually slowing. I'm still holding her against the canvas, her legs around my waist, her arms around my neck. I can feel her heartbeat against my chest, rapid but steadying.

Finally, gently, I lower her to her feet, still supporting her as her legs seem unsteady. She leans against me, her head on my shoulder, her breath warm against my skin.

"That was..." she begins, then stops, apparently unable to find the words.

"I know," I say, because I do. There are no words adequate for what just happened between us—not just the physical pleasure, but the sense of connection, of recognition, of fate fulfilled.

I lead her to a small bed tucked in one corner of the room, layered with blankets and pillows in rich, jewel tones. We lie down together, Rhea curling against my side, her head on my shoulder, her hand over my heart. The candlelight plays across her pale skin, turning it golden, making the tiny freckles seem to dance.

"I've dreamed this," she murmurs, her voice heavy with approaching sleep. "Not just drawn it. Dreamed it. You, here, with me."

Her breathing slows, deepens, and I realize she's falling asleep. I pull a blanket over us, cradling her small body against mine, feeling protective and possessed all at once.

As Rhea sleeps, I stare up at the ceiling, at the shadows cast by the candles that still burn around the room. I think about the journal I found, about what it said regarding the Wishwell Inn and its power to align people with their true desires. I think about Mara, with her nurturing warmth and quiet strength. About Ella, with her wild energy and desperate need for connection. About Rhea, with her visionary sight and deep understanding of things beyond the ordinary.

Three women, so different from each other, yet all somehow connected to me in ways that defy logical explanation. Was it fate that brought me here? That made my van break down at exactly the right moment, in exactly the right place, during exactly the right storm? Was it the inn itself, with its mysterious ability to bring people to what they truly desire?

Rhea stirs in her sleep, mumbling something incomprehensible before settling again, her body warm and trusting against mine. Looking down at her, at the peace on her face that wasn't there when she was awake, I find I don't really care about the answers to those questions. Whether it was fate or chance or some magical property of the Wishwell Inn that brought me here, I'm glad it happened. Glad to have met these women, to have connected with them, to have perhaps found something I didn't even know I was missing.

The candles begin to go out one by one, not sputtering as if they've burned down, but simply extinguishing themselves as if someone is moving around the room blowing them out. But there's no one there—just me and Rhea, and the inn itself, settling around us like a protective embrace.

As the last candle flickers out, I close my eyes, letting sleep claim me. My last thought before drifting off is simple, certain: Whatever force brought me to the Wishwell Inn, I'm exactly where I'm supposed to be.


Chapter 6



I wake up alone, Rhea's warmth no longer pressed against my side. The candles in her studio have all burned out, leaving only the faint glow of dawn seeping through the curtains to light the room. For a moment, I lie still, taking in the scent of paint and turpentine that clings to everything, mixed with the lingering traces of our lovemaking. My body feels different somehow—marked not just by the physical evidence of our connection, but by something deeper, as if the inn itself has left its imprint on me through Rhea's touch.

The bed beside me is still warm, so she hasn't been gone long. I sit up, scanning the studio for any sign of her, but the room is empty. Her artwork surrounds me—dozens of images of my face, my body, my hands—drawn before she ever met me. The impossibility of it should terrify me, but instead, it feels right. Like a confirmation of something I've always known but never acknowledged.

I climb out of bed, pulling on the borrowed jeans and flannel shirt that have become my uniform since arriving at the Wishwell Inn. My clothes from the storm must be dry by now, but somehow I'm in no rush to reclaim them. The borrowed clothes feel like they belong on my body now, like I'm meant to wear them within these walls.

As I make my way out of Rhea's studio and down the narrow staircase to the main part of the inn, I notice a change in the atmosphere. The quiet morning has given way to something else. A heaviness in the air, a charge of electricity that wasn't there when I fell asleep. When I reach the windows at the end of the hallway, I understand why. The storm has returned, or perhaps it never truly left. Dark clouds churn overhead, and rain lashes against the glass with renewed fury. The brief period of calm was just that—a pause, a breath—before the storm gathered its strength again.

The portraits on the walls seem to watch me as I pass, their painted eyes following my progress down the hallway. After what I read in that journal yesterday, I no longer try to tell myself it's just my imagination or a trick of the light. This place exists outside the normal rules of reality. The sooner I accept that, the sooner I can understand what it wants from me—what these women want from me.

The common room is empty when I enter, but the fire is burning low in the grate, as if someone has been tending it recently. I add another log from the stack beside the hearth and poke at the embers until the fresh wood catches. The flames cast dancing shadows across the room, making the furniture seem to shift and breathe.

I settle into the large armchair facing the fire, letting its warmth chase away the chill that has seeped into my bones. Outside, the storm rages, wind howling around the corners of the inn, rain battering the windows like it's trying to get in. But in here, by the fire, there's a bubble of warmth and calm that feels almost unnatural in its perfection.

My mind drifts back to what I've experienced since arriving at the Wishwell Inn just two nights ago. Mara, with her nurturing touch and quiet strength, taking me into her bed with a sense of inevitability. Ella, wild and desperate for connection, kissing me as if I'm the answer to a question she's been asking her whole life. Rhea, seeing me before she ever laid eyes on me, drawing my face with uncanny precision, making love to me against a canvas as if turning our connection into art.

And through it all, the inn itself, watching, guiding, aligning us with desires we didn't even know we had.

I should be terrified. I should be running for the door, storm be damned. Instead, I find myself sinking deeper into the armchair, as if the very fibers of the furniture are embracing me, holding me in place. Not trapping me—I don't feel trapped—but anchoring me. Keeping me here where I'm meant to be.

The floorboards creak behind me, and I turn to see Mara standing in the doorway. She's wearing a simple dress that hugs her curves, her long dark hair loose around her shoulders instead of in its usual braid. In her arms is a thick quilt, patterned with stars and moons.

"I thought you might be cold," she says, her voice soft but carrying clearly over the sound of the storm. "The temperature drops when the weather turns like this."

I smile, genuinely touched by her thoughtfulness. "Thank you. I'm okay by the fire, but company would be nice."

She returns my smile and crosses the room, her bare feet silent on the wooden floor. There's something different about her today—a quietness, a certainty that wasn't there before. As if she's made peace with something that had been troubling her.

"The storm came back," she says, draping the quilt over my legs before sitting on the arm of my chair. Her thigh presses against my shoulder, warm and solid. "It happens sometimes. Storms circle back to the inn, like they're drawn to it."

"Like people," I say, thinking of what I read in the journal.

Mara looks down at me, her dark eyes reflecting the firelight. "Yes," she agrees. "Like people."

She slides from the arm of the chair into the space beside me. The chair is large but not quite meant for two people, so our bodies press together from shoulder to hip to thigh. She pulls part of the quilt over her legs, sharing its warmth.

"You were with Rhea last night," she says. It's not a question, and there's no accusation in her voice. Just a statement of fact.

"Yes," I admit, seeing no reason to lie. "I was."

Mara nods, her gaze on the fire. "I thought so. I could feel it—the shift in the house. The way the candles lit themselves." She turns to look at me, her face inches from mine. "Are you okay?"

The question surprises me. Not "How could you?" or "What about us?" but "Are you okay?"—concern for my wellbeing rather than jealousy or possessiveness.

"I'm... I think so," I say honestly. "It's a lot to process. All of this. The inn, the three of you, what's happening between us..." I gesture vaguely, encompassing the room, the storm, the strange connections that have formed in such a short time.

"It can be overwhelming," Mara agrees, her hand finding mine under the quilt. Her fingers intertwine with mine, warm and reassuring. "When I first came here, I thought I was losing my mind. I was supposed to stay one night, but then..." She trails off, smiling at some private memory. "But then I couldn't leave. I didn't want to."

"The journal I found," I begin, then hesitate, not sure if I should admit to snooping.

Mara squeezes my hand. "It's okay. The inn wanted you to find it. That's how it works—it shows you what you need to see, when you need to see it."

"It said you're all still in transition. That you help others find their path while still walking your own."

She laughs softly, the sound almost lost in a particularly violent gust of wind outside. "That's true. We're all still figuring things out, even after all this time." Her thumb traces circles on the back of my hand. "But it's different now that you're here. More focused. More... purposeful."

Before I can ask what she means by that, another figure appears in the doorway. Ella stands there, her blonde hair wild around her face as if she's been running her hands through it. She's wearing a large sweater that hangs to mid-thigh over what looks like leggings, her feet bare like Mara's. Her face is free of makeup, making her look younger, more vulnerable.

"Oh," she says, clearly surprised to find us together. "I didn't mean to interrupt. I just..." She hugs herself, looking uncertain. "The storm woke me up. I don't like being alone during storms."

"You're not interrupting," Mara says gently, shifting slightly to make more room in the already crowded chair. "Join us."

Ella hesitates for just a moment before crossing the room in quick, light steps. She doesn't try to squeeze into the chair with us—there simply isn't space. Instead, she sinks to the floor at my feet, then shifts to lean against my side, her head coming to rest on my knee. My free hand—the one not holding Mara's—moves of its own accord to stroke her hair. She makes a small sound of contentment, like a cat being petted.

"Is this okay?" she asks, looking up at me with those wide hazel eyes. "After yesterday, in my room... I wasn't sure if you'd want me around."

"Of course it's okay," I say, continuing to stroke her hair. "Why wouldn't it be?"

Ella glances at Mara, then back at me. "It's complicated," she says finally. "What's happening between all of us. I've never... we've never..."

"It's new for all of us," Mara says, reaching across me to touch Ella's cheek briefly. The casual intimacy of the gesture makes me wonder about the relationship between these women when I'm not around. "But it feels right, doesn't it?"

Ella nods, her cheek rubbing against my knee. "It does. That's what scares me. Nothing that feels this right has ever lasted for me before."

"Maybe because you were always running," I suggest, remembering what she told me about fleeing her wedding. "But you're not running now."

"No," she agrees, her voice soft. "For the first time in my life, I don't want to run. I want to stay right here." She shifts closer, her body warm against my leg, and pulls part of the quilt over herself.

The three of us fall into a comfortable silence, the only sounds the crackling of the fire and the howling of the wind outside. Mara's hand remains entwined with mine, her thumb still tracing those soothing circles. My other hand continues to stroke Ella's hair, which is softer than it looks, slipping like silk between my fingers.

Time seems to stretch and bend in the firelight. I couldn't say how long we sit there, connected by touch and shared warmth, before the fourth presence makes itself known.

Rhea appears in the doorway like a ghost, her pale skin almost luminous in the dim light of the hallway. She's wearing that oversized black cardigan again, but now I know what's underneath it—or what isn't. Her red hair is loose around her shoulders, still mussed from sleep. Her green eyes take in the three of us by the fire, and something shifts in her expression—a softening, a recognition.

"There you are," she says, and it's not clear which of us she's addressing. Maybe all of us.

None of us speak, but Ella shifts slightly, making space beside her on the floor. An invitation. Rhea crosses the room with that fluid grace I've come to associate with her, her movements as deliberate as brushstrokes. She settles on the floor in front of me, her back against my legs, her shoulder touching Ella's. I feel a tremor go through her when our bodies connect, like an electric current passing between us.

"I woke up and needed some space," she says, tilting her head back to look up at me. There's no ill will in her voice, just a statement of fact.

"It’s okay," I say. "The bed was still warm."

Rhea nods, a small smile playing at the corners of her lips. She leans her head against my knee, mirroring Ella's position on my other side. "The dreams have stopped."

"What dreams?" Mara asks, leaning forward slightly to see Rhea's face.

"The ones of Joseph," Rhea says. "The ones that made me draw him over and over." She closes her eyes, her expression serene. "I don't need to dream him anymore. He's here."

Outside, lightning flashes, illuminating the room in stark white light for a moment before plunging us back into the warm glow of the fire. Thunder follows almost immediately, a boom so loud it seems to shake the very foundations of the inn. None of us jump or start at the sound. It feels right, somehow—a punctuation to Rhea's words.

Slowly, almost imperceptibly, our bodies shift and adjust. Mara slides deeper into the chair beside me, her head coming to rest on my shoulder. Ella's arm snakes around my calf, her hand finding Rhea's and grasping it. Rhea's other hand reaches up to rest on my knee, completing the circle of connection.

I feel something strange happening—not just between our bodies, but within them. My heartbeat slows, then seems to sync with Mara's beside me. Our breathing falls into rhythm, four chests rising and falling in unison. Even the firelight seems to pulse in time with our shared heartbeat, as if it too is part of our connection.

"Do you feel that?" Ella whispers, her voice filled with wonder.

"Yes," Rhea and Mara say in unison.

I nod, not trusting my voice. What I feel is beyond words anyway—a sense of rightness so profound it brings tears to my eyes. Like pieces of a puzzle fitting together, or the final notes of a symphony resolving into perfect harmony.

The storm outside seems to recede, not in reality—I can still hear the rain lashing against the windows, see the lightning flashing through the curtains—but in importance. It becomes a distant thing, separate from the bubble of warmth and connection we've created here by the fire.

"The inn is happy," Mara murmurs against my shoulder. "Can you feel it?"

I can. There's a humming in the walls, a vibration too low to hear but somehow perceptible to other senses. The wooden beams above us seem to glow with a light that has nothing to do with fire or electricity. The very air around us feels charged with something benevolent and ancient.

"What happens now?" I ask, my voice barely audible over the storm.

"Whatever we want," Rhea says, her eyes still closed, her expression peaceful. "The inn doesn't force, it aligns. It shows us what's possible, but the choice is always ours."

"I want to stay," Ella says immediately, her hand tightening around Rhea's. "Here, with all of you."

"So do I," Mara agrees, her breath warm against my neck.

Rhea doesn't speak, but her hand squeezes my knee in silent agreement.

They all look at me then, three pairs of eyes reflecting the firelight. Waiting. Not pushing, not demanding, but hoping. I think about my life before the storm—the endless deliveries, the empty apartment, the hollow feeling that nothing I did really mattered. I think about what's happened since I arrived at the Wishwell Inn—the connections I've made, the sense of purpose I've found, the feeling of belonging I've never experienced before.

The choice seems obvious when framed that way. But there's still a part of me that wonders—is this real? Is what I'm feeling genuine, or is it some trick of the inn, manipulating my emotions to serve its own mysterious purposes?

As if sensing my doubt, Mara's hand tightens around mine. "The inn doesn't create feelings that aren't there," she says softly. "It just... amplifies them. Brings them to the surface where we can't ignore them anymore."

"It's still us," Ella adds, her eyes earnest as they meet mine. "Still you. Just... more honest. More true to what we really want."

"What the heart wants beneath all the layers of fear and doubt," Rhea finishes, her voice barely above a whisper. "What we've always wanted but been afraid to admit."

The fire crackles, sending a shower of sparks up the chimney. Outside, the storm continues to rage, but it feels distant now, a reminder of the world beyond this room, beyond this moment of perfect connection. The inn hums around us, a living entity watching and waiting for my decision.

I look at each woman in turn—Mara with her quiet strength, Ella with her wild heart, Rhea with her visionary soul. Three women who should have nothing in common except this place that brought them together. Three women who now seem inexplicably linked to me, and to each other, in ways that defy logical explanation.

"I want to stay too," I say finally, the words feeling like a vow, a promise not just to them but to myself. "I want to understand what this is, what we are together."

The relief on their faces is palpable. Mara presses a soft kiss to my shoulder. Ella's smile is so bright it rivals the fire. Rhea's eyes shine with unshed tears as she nods, accepting my decision with quiet joy.

The humming in the walls intensifies, then settles into a contented purr, like the inn itself is sighing with satisfaction. The fire burns brighter for a moment, then returns to its steady glow. Outside, a particularly violent gust of wind rattles the windows, as if the storm is making one last attempt to assert its importance before receding into the background of our awareness.

We remain as we are, connected by touch and shared breath and something deeper that has no name. The four of us and the inn, aligned at last, hearts beating as one in the firelight while the storm rages on, powerless to touch the warmth we've created together.


Chapter 7



The four of us remain entangled by the fire, our breathing synchronized as the storm rages outside. Something has shifted in the atmosphere of the room—the air feels thicker, charged with possibility. Mara's head rests against my shoulder, her warmth seeping through the flannel shirt. Ella and Rhea sit at my feet, their hands linked together, completing a circuit of connection that runs through all four of us. The inn hums around us, its wooden beams seeming to expand and contract like lungs, like it's breathing with us.

Time stretches like warm honey, flowing slow and sweet around us. No one speaks—words feel unnecessary, even intrusive in this moment of pure connection. Outside, the storm continues its assault, but in here, within this circle of warmth and touch, there's only peace and a growing sense of anticipation.

Rhea shifts first, her movement so subtle it could almost be unconscious. She turns slightly, her body angling more toward me, her head tilting back to rest more fully against my knee. Her green eyes find mine, holding a question that doesn't need words. I feel a small nod form, my consent given without conscious thought.

Her pale hand slides up my leg, fingers tracing the seam of the borrowed jeans. The touch is light, exploratory, yet it sends sparks of electricity shooting through me. She moves higher, her movements deliberate now, until her hand reaches my belt. Her fingers slip beneath the leather, just the tips, a gentle tease that makes my breath catch.

"Is this okay?" she asks, her voice barely above a whisper.

"Yes," I breathe, the word hanging in the fire-warmed air between us.

Mara shifts beside me, her body turning toward mine, eyes dark and luminous in the firelight. Her hand comes to rest on my chest, right over my heart, which is now pounding hard enough that I'm sure she can feel it through the flannel shirt. Her touch is grounding, steady, as Rhea's fingers continue their exploration beneath my belt.

Ella watches, her hazel eyes wide and intent, her lips slightly parted. Then she moves too, her hand coming to rest on my stomach, just above where Rhea's hand disappears into my jeans. The weight of both their hands sends waves of heat through my body, converging at my groin where I'm already hardening in anticipation.

"We've never shared like this before," Mara murmurs against my ear, her lips brushing my skin. "Never all together. But it feels right with you."

I can't form words to respond, can only nod as Rhea's hand slides deeper, her cool fingers finding the hot length of me through my boxers. Her touch is expert, just the right amount of pressure as she strokes me through the cotton. My hips lift slightly, instinctively seeking more contact.

Mara's lips find mine, soft and warm, tasting faintly of cinnamon and something darker, richer—like the earth after rain. Her kiss is gentle at first, a counterpoint to the more insistent touch of Rhea's hand, but then it deepens, becomes more urgent as her tongue slips past my lips.

Ella's fingers move to my belt buckle, working it open with quick, deft movements. The metal makes a soft clinking sound as it comes undone, the leather sliding through the loops with a whisper of friction. Rhea makes a small sound of approval as her access becomes easier, her hand slipping inside my boxers now to wrap around my bare flesh.

"Oh god," I gasp against Mara's lips, overwhelmed by the dual sensations—her mouth on mine, Rhea's hand around my cock, Ella's fingers now unzipping my jeans.

The women move together with a synchronicity that seems almost choreographed, though no words pass between them. Mara shifts to kiss along my jaw, down my neck, while Ella helps Rhea pull my jeans open wider. There's no awkwardness, no bumping of hands or confused movements. They work together like they've done this a hundred times, though Mara said they never have.

Rhea's hand strokes me with slow, deliberate movements, her grip firm but gentle. She watches my face as she does it, her green eyes intense, studying every reaction like she's memorizing me for another drawing. The thought makes my cock twitch in her hand, and her lips curve in a small, knowing smile.

"He likes being watched," she murmurs to the others. "See how he responds when I look at him?"

Mara's hand slides down my chest, unbuttoning the flannel shirt as it goes. "I want to see more of you," she says, her voice low and husky. "All of you."

The shirt falls open, exposing my chest to the warm air. Three pairs of eyes take in the sight, their gazes almost tangible on my skin. Mara's fingers trace patterns on my bare chest, circling a nipple, making it harden under her touch. Her mouth returns to mine, the kiss deeper now, more demanding.

Ella shifts onto her knees, positioning herself between my legs. Her hands push my thighs wider apart, making room for herself. She looks up at me, her hazel eyes seeking permission.

"Please," I manage to say, though my voice sounds strange to my own ears, rough with desire.

She smiles, a flash of white teeth, then lowers her head. Her tongue darts out, tasting the tip of my cock while Rhea continues to stroke the shaft. The sensation is almost too much—wet heat and firm pressure, two different rhythms working in perfect harmony.

Mara swallows my groan with her kiss, her hand moving to the back of my neck, holding me to her. Her kiss is hungry now, matching the rising urgency in my body as Ella takes more of me into her mouth, her lips stretching around my girth.

The storm outside provides a wild soundtrack to our joining—thunder crashing, rain lashing, wind howling. But it feels distant, separate from the cocoon of warmth and pleasure we've created here by the fire. The inn's energy pulses around us, approving, encouraging, its ancient wooden beams seeming to lean in closer to watch.

Rhea's hand moves in concert with Ella's mouth, one stroking upward as the other slides down, creating a continuous wave of sensation that has me panting against Mara's lips. Pleasure builds at the base of my spine, hot and insistent, threatening to overwhelm me too soon.

"Not yet," Mara whispers against my lips, as if she can read my body's signals perfectly. "We're just getting started."

Ella pulls back, her lips wet and swollen, a string of saliva connecting her mouth to my cock for a moment before it breaks. "We have all night," she says, her voice hoarse with desire. "The whole storm."

Rhea nods, her hand still moving on me, but slower now, keeping me right on the edge without pushing me over. "And all of us," she adds. "All of us for you, Joseph."

I close my eyes for a moment, overwhelmed by sensation, by emotion, by the sheer impossibility of what's happening. Three women, all different, all extraordinary, all focused on me with an intensity that would be frightening if it didn't feel so completely right.

When I open my eyes again, they're all watching me—Mara with warmth and certainty, Ella with wild desire, Rhea with mystical knowing. Three faces that I've known for barely two days but that feel more familiar to me than my own reflection.

The inn creaks around us, a low, satisfied sound like a purr. The fire pops and hisses, sending a shower of sparks up the chimney. Outside, the storm rages on, but in here, in this circle of warmth and touch and shared breath, there's only us. Four bodies, four hearts, becoming one in the firelight.

Mara pulls back from our kiss, her dark eyes heavy-lidded with desire. Without a word, she rises from beside me in the chair, the quilt falling away as she stands. Her hands find the hem of her dress, pulling it up and over her head in one fluid motion. She wears nothing underneath, her body revealed to me in the firelight—all soft curves and warm brown skin. She's beautiful, earthy and real, her full breasts swaying slightly as she moves to straddle me.

Ella releases me from her mouth with a soft pop, leaving my cock glistening wet. She shifts back, making room for Mara between my spread legs. Rhea's hand continues to stroke me slowly, maintaining my hardness as Mara positions herself above me.

"I want to feel you inside me again," Mara says, her voice a low rumble that vibrates through me. "It's been too long."

"It's been one day," I say with a small laugh that turns into a gasp as Rhea gives me a particularly firm stroke.

Mara smiles, a slow curve of her lips that makes my heart stutter. "Like I said. Too long."

She lowers herself onto me with agonizing slowness, taking me inch by inch. Her heat envelops me, tight and slick and perfect. My hands find her hips, steadying her, feeling the softness of her skin beneath my palms. When she's fully seated, she pauses, adjusting to the feeling of me inside her. Her eyes close briefly, a small sigh escaping her lips.

"You feel so good," she breathes, beginning to rock her hips in a gentle rhythm. "So right."

I can only groan in response, overwhelmed by the sensation of being inside her while still feeling the lingering touch of Ella's mouth and Rhea's hand. Mara moves with deliberate control, rising and falling in a slow, sensual dance that makes every nerve ending in my body sing.

Beside us, Rhea and Ella begin to undress. They move with the same synchronicity I noticed earlier, as if they're following choreography only they can hear. Rhea slips her oversized cardigan from her shoulders, revealing her pale skin in the firelight. Ella pulls her sweater over her head, her blonde hair falling in wild disarray around her face. They help each other, Rhea unzipping Ella's leggings, Ella helping Rhea out of her dress. There's an intimacy to their movements that speaks of familiarity, of comfort with each other's bodies.

Mara continues to ride me, her pace unhurried, savoring each movement. Her hands rest on my chest, fingers splayed across my skin. The weight of her feels grounding, keeping me present in the midst of sensations that threaten to overwhelm me.

I notice something strange as I watch the women—a silent communication that passes between them. Mara shifts her rhythm without any visible signal from the others, yet Rhea and Ella respond by changing their own movements. When Mara leans forward slightly, Rhea moves to run her hands up Mara's back. When Mara's breath hitches, Ella touches her own breast, as if feeling the same sensation.

It's like watching a dance where the music is audible only to the dancers. They move together, respond to each other, without words or obvious signals. Just a deep, intuitive understanding that goes beyond normal communication.

"Are you...?" I begin, not sure how to phrase the question. "Can you feel each other? Like, in your minds?"

Mara smiles down at me, her hips never stopping their hypnotic motion. "Not exactly," she says, her voice breathy. "It's more like... we sense each other. The inn connects us."

"We feel what each other feels," Ella adds, now completely naked, her body golden in the firelight. "Not completely, but enough."

"Echoes," Rhea says simply, her pale form like a marble statue come to life. "We feel echoes of each other's pleasure."

I wonder if I'm part of it too—this subtle connection, this sharing of sensation. I concentrate, trying to sense beyond my own body, beyond the obvious physical pleasure Mara is giving me. For a moment, I think I feel something—a whisper of extra sensation, like an overlay on my own experience. A ghost of what Mara might be feeling as she takes me inside her, what Ella and Rhea might be experiencing as they watch.

"You're starting to feel it, aren't you?" Mara asks, reading something in my expression. "The connection. It takes time, but it's happening." She rotates her hips in a circle, making me groan. "The more we join, the stronger it gets."

Her movements become more purposeful now, her rhythm increasing. I can see the pleasure building in her, her cheeks flushed, her breath coming in shorter gasps. Her eyes begin to flutter, lids growing heavy as she chases her release.

"That's it," Rhea murmurs, coming to stand beside the chair, her hand stroking Mara's hair. "Let go. Show him."

Mara's body tenses, her inner muscles clenching around my cock. Her head falls back, exposing the long line of her throat. Her mouth opens in a silent cry as the orgasm takes her, wave after wave of pleasure that I can almost feel echoing through my own body. Her thighs tremble against mine, her fingers digging into my chest as she rides out the sensation.

I hold her hips, helping her move through it, watching in awe as pleasure transforms her face. It's beautiful, raw and honest in a way that makes my chest ache with something beyond desire.

As her tremors subside, Mara leans forward to press a soft kiss to my lips. "Thank you," she whispers against my mouth.

Before I can respond, she's lifting herself off me, my cock slipping from her body with a sensation that makes us both gasp. I expect a moment of awkwardness, of reorganizing, but there is none. As Mara moves to the side, Ella is already there, positioning herself above me.

"My turn," she says with a grin that's both playful and hungry.

Where Mara was deliberate and sensual, Ella is immediate and intense. She sinks down on me in one fluid motion that pulls a surprised grunt from my throat. Her body is different from Mara's—tighter, more compact, but just as welcoming. She doesn't waste time adjusting, immediately setting a faster pace than Mara, her hips gyrating in circles that hit spots inside her that make her moan.

"God, you feel amazing," she breathes, her hands braced on my shoulders for leverage. "So thick, so perfect."

I let my head fall back against the chair, surrendering to the sensation. Ella knows exactly what she's doing, her movements precise despite their apparent wildness. She rolls her hips in a way that sends sparks of pleasure shooting up my spine, her inner muscles gripping me in rhythmic pulses.

Mara stands beside Rhea now, both women watching with appreciation as Ella rides me. Their hands touch—fingers intertwined, casual intimacy—and I wonder again about the connection between them. If they really do feel echoes of each other's pleasure, then what Ella is experiencing now must be reverberating through all of them.

The thought is strangely erotic—that in pleasuring one, I'm touching all three. That in joining with each of them physically, I might be joining with all of them energetically. I close my eyes, trying to open myself to that possibility, to the connection that seems to flow between us like electricity through a circuit.

And for a moment, I feel it—a widening of sensation, a multiplication of pleasure. Not just my cock inside Ella's tight heat, but a ghost of what she feels having me inside her. Not just the sight of Mara and Rhea watching us, but an echo of their anticipation, their arousal at the sight.

Ella seems to sense the change in me, her pace becoming even more intense, her sounds of pleasure growing louder. "Yes," she gasps, "feel it with me. Feel all of us."

I open my eyes to see all three women watching me with the same expression—desire mixed with something deeper, more profound. Something that looks like recognition, like homecoming.

The inn creaks around us, the storm beats against the windows, and Ella continues to move on me with a rhythm that makes thought impossible. I surrender to it completely, letting the pleasure wash over me, through me, connecting me to these three extraordinary women and the mysterious place that brought us together.

"It feels so good," Ella moans, her head falling back as she grinds down on me. Her pace is relentless, her body demanding everything I can give. I can't just lie back anymore—my hips begin to rise to meet her, thrusting up into her wet heat. The chair creaks beneath us, the sturdy old wood protesting but holding firm, like it's weathered storms of passion before.

Each time I thrust upward, Ella makes a small sound of surprise and pleasure, as if she wasn't expecting me to take an active role. Her hands grip my shoulders tighter, nails digging into my skin just enough to sting pleasantly.

"Yes," she gasps as I push deeper into her, "just like that. God, your cock is so thick."

Ella's breasts bounce with our movements, drawing my attention. They're smaller than Mara's but perfectly formed, topped with rosy nipples that have hardened into tight buds. I reach up with one hand, cupping the soft weight, feeling the contrast between the smooth skin and the rigid peak. When I brush my thumb across her nipple, Ella's inner muscles clench around me, pulling a groan from my throat.

"You like that?" I ask, pinching the nipple lightly, testing.

"Yes," she hisses, her rhythm faltering momentarily. "Do it again."

I continue playing with her breasts, alternating between gentle caresses and firmer pinches that make her gasp and tighten around me. Her skin is flushed, a pink glow spreading from her cheeks down her neck to her chest. Her blonde hair is wild around her face, catching the firelight like a halo.

From the corner of my eye, I can see Mara and Rhea watching us, their eyes dark with desire. Mara has one hand on Rhea's pale hip, a casual touch that somehow seems deeply intimate. They move slightly closer to the chair, drawn by the energy building between Ella and me.

I increase the power of my thrusts, driving up into Ella with more force. The angle changes slightly, hitting something inside her that makes her cry out.

"There!" she gasps, her voice breaking. "Right there, don't stop!"

I keep the angle, the rhythm, watching her face as pleasure overwhelms her. Her eyes are wide but unfocused, seeing nothing, her lips parted as her breath comes in short, sharp pants. Her body trembles above me, small shudders running through her thighs where they grip my hips.

"I'm close," she warns, her voice tight with approaching release. "So close, Joseph, please don't stop."

"I won't," I promise, gripping her hips to help her maintain the rhythm that's bringing her pleasure. "Come for me, Ella. Let me feel it."

My words seem to push her toward the edge. Her movements become more frantic, less coordinated, her body chasing release with single-minded determination. I thrust up harder, deeper, giving her what she needs, watching in awe as her pleasure builds to its peak.

When it hits, it's like a thunderclap—sudden and powerful. Ella's entire body goes rigid, her back arching, her head thrown back. A cry tears from her throat, raw and primal. Her inner muscles clamp down on me in rhythmic pulses so strong they almost hurt, like her body is trying to draw everything from me.

"Joseph!" she cries, her voice echoing in the quiet room, competing with the storm outside. "Oh god, Joseph!"

Her orgasm seems to go on forever, wave after wave visibly passing through her. Her legs shake against my sides, her fingers dig deeper into my shoulders, her pussy continues to grip and release my cock in spasms that test my self-control. It takes everything I have not to follow her over the edge, not to let go and pour myself into her.

Finally, the intensity begins to fade. Ella slumps forward against my chest, her body still trembling with aftershocks, small whimpers escaping her lips with each one. Her skin is damp with sweat, her heartbeat a wild thing I can feel against my own chest.

"Holy shit," she breathes against my neck, her voice hoarse. "That was... I've never..."

"I know," I say, though I'm not sure what exactly she's trying to express. But somehow I do know—I felt it too, the unusual intensity, the connection that went beyond physical pleasure.

After a few moments of recovery, Ella carefully lifts herself off me. My cock slips from her body, still hard and now glistening with her wetness. She stands on shaky legs, accepting Mara's steadying hand on her arm.

"Your turn," she says to Rhea, her voice still breathless. "He's... you're going to love it."

Rhea nods, her green eyes fixed on my face with that intensity I've come to associate with her. But before she moves toward me, something unexpected happens. Ella turns to Mara, and without hesitation, pulls her into a deep kiss.

It's not a friendly peck or even a playful tease—it's passionate, open-mouthed, Ella's hands tangling in Mara's dark hair, Mara's arms wrapping around Ella's waist to pull her closer. They fit together perfectly, Ella's smaller form melting against Mara's softer curves. The sight is unexpectedly arousing, making my already hard cock twitch with renewed interest.

As they continue to kiss, Rhea approaches me. Her pale skin seems to glow in the firelight, every freckle visible like stars against a white sky. She's beautiful in an otherworldly way that makes my breath catch.

Instead of straddling me as the others did, Rhea turns away. She bends over, placing her hands on the floor, presenting herself to me on all fours. She looks back over her shoulder, her red hair falling around her face like a curtain partially drawn.

"I want you like this," she says, her voice low and certain. "From behind. I want to feel your power."

The position offers a view that makes my mouth go dry—the curve of her back, the swell of her ass, the glimpse of pink between her thighs. She's already wet, her arousal visible even in the dim light. Watching Ella and me has affected her more than she let on.

"Are you sure?" I ask, even as I'm rising from the chair, positioning myself behind her.

"I've drawn this moment a dozen times," she says, that mysterious smile playing at the corners of her lips. "Trust me, I'm very sure."

I kneel behind her, my hands finding the smooth skin of her hips. She's slimmer than the other two women, her hipbones prominent beneath my fingers. I guide my cock to her entrance, feeling her heat even before I make contact.

"Please," she whispers, pushing back against me slightly. "I need to feel you inside me."

I press forward slowly, watching as my cock disappears into her body inch by inch. She's tight, tighter than I expected, but so wet that the entry is smooth despite the resistance. A low moan escapes her as I seat myself fully inside her, her inner walls clenching around me in welcome.

"Yes," she breathes, her head dropping between her shoulders. "Just like that. Just like I dreamed."

I hold still for a moment, letting her adjust to my size, giving myself time to adjust to the exquisite sensation of being inside her. Behind us, I can hear Mara and Ella still kissing, their soft sounds of pleasure creating a soundtrack to our joining.

The inn creaks around us, the wooden floors warm beneath our knees despite the storm raging outside. The fire pops in the grate, sending shadows dancing across Rhea's pale back. Everything—the inn, the storm, the fire, the four of us—seems to exist in perfect harmony, like elements of a spell coming together at exactly the right moment.

I begin to move, drawing back slowly before pushing in again. Rhea sighs, a sound of such pure satisfaction that it sends a shiver down my spine. Her body accepts me perfectly, as if we've done this a thousand times before.

"More," she urges, looking back at me again, her green eyes almost glowing in the firelight. "Don't hold back. I want to feel your strength."

So I give her what she asks for, increasing the force of my thrusts, letting go of the careful control I've maintained until now. And Rhea—mysterious, ethereal Rhea—takes everything I can give with sounds of pleasure that make me want to give her even more.

"Yes, please fuck me harder," Rhea cries out, her voice raw with need, her body pushing back against mine. I tighten my grip on her hips, fingers digging into her pale skin hard enough to leave marks, and oblige her request. I pull back until just the tip of my cock remains inside her, then slam forward with enough force to make her cry out again. The sound she makes isn't pain but pure pleasure—a sharp gasp followed by a low, guttural moan that seems to vibrate through both our bodies.

I find a new rhythm, more forceful than before, each thrust driving deeper into her. The slap of skin against skin fills the room, competing with the howling wind outside and the crackle of the fire. Rhea's body accepts everything I give her, yielding and demanding all at once. Her back arches more deeply, changing the angle, allowing me to hit spots inside her that make her fingers claw at the wooden floor.

"Like that," she gasps, her words broken by the force of my movements. "Just like that. Don't stop."

I couldn't stop if I wanted to. There's something primal happening between us now, something beyond conscious thought or decision. My body knows what hers needs, and gives it without hesitation. My balls slap against her clit with each thrust, adding another layer of sensation that has her trembling beneath me.

From the corner of my eye, I can see Mara and Ella have stopped kissing to watch us. They sit entwined on the floor nearby, Ella in Mara's lap, both of them breathing heavily, their eyes dark with desire as they witness the intensity between Rhea and me.

The sight of them watching adds fuel to the fire burning inside me. I drive into Rhea harder, faster, my own sounds of pleasure joining hers. Her inner muscles grip me like a vise, hot and slick and perfect around my cock.

"Joseph," she moans, my name a prayer on her lips. "I can feel you... everywhere. In me, around me, through me."

I know what she means. The connection between us transcends the physical joining of our bodies. It's like I can feel her pleasure as my own, can sense the building pressure inside her that mirrors the tightening in my own spine. It's the link she talked about earlier—that mysterious connection that ties the women of the Wishwell Inn together, and now seems to be including me in its circuit.

The wooden floors beneath us seem to warm further, the fire burns brighter, the very air thickens with our combined energy. Even the storm outside responds, a particularly violent crack of thunder shaking the windows just as Rhea cries out again, her body shuddering beneath mine.

"I'm close," she warns, her voice tight with approaching release. "So close. Come with me, Joseph. Let go with me."

The invitation—the command—breaks something loose inside me. Control that I've been maintaining through sheer will slips away like water through cupped hands. I thrust into her with abandon now, chasing our shared release with single-minded focus.

Rhea pushes back to meet each thrust, her cries growing louder, more urgent. Her pale body gleams with sweat in the firelight, the curve of her back a perfect arch, her red hair spilling around her shoulders in a fiery cascade.

"Now," she gasps, her inner muscles beginning to spasm around me. "Now, Joseph, now!"

My release hits me like a physical blow, pleasure so intense it borders on pain. I drive into her one final time, as deep as possible, and let go. Wave after wave of ecstasy crashes through me as I empty myself inside her, my cock pulsing with each spurt.

Rhea comes at the exact same moment, her orgasm perfectly synchronized with mine. Her inner walls clamp down rhythmically, milking every drop from me. She throws her head back, a sound tearing from her throat that's almost inhuman—a keening wail of pleasure that seems to echo in the air long after it should have faded.

For a timeless moment, we're frozen in that position, connected at the most intimate level, both of us shaking with the force of our shared climax. Then, slowly, the tension begins to drain from our bodies. Rhea's arms give out first, and she collapses forward onto the floor, me following her down, still inside her, both of us gasping for breath.

I manage to roll to the side, slipping out of her body with a shared sound of loss. We lie there on the warm wooden floor, our breathing gradually slowing, our bodies cooling in the air despite the nearby fire.

Mara and Ella move toward us, their own naked bodies gleaming with sweat and arousal. They settle on the floor beside us, creating a tangle of limbs and warm skin. Mara pulls the quilt from the chair, draping it over all four of us as we lie there, spent and satisfied.

For a long while, no one speaks. There's only the sound of our breathing, gradually synchronizing, and the continuing rage of the storm outside. The inn creaks around us, gentle sounds like a lullaby, the wooden beams expanding and contracting with the temperature changes caused by the fire and our body heat.

I find myself in the center of our huddle, Rhea curled against my right side, her head on my shoulder, Mara on my left with her arm draped across my chest, and Ella sprawled half on top of me, her head resting on my stomach. Their combined weight should be uncomfortable, but it isn't. It feels right, like pieces of a puzzle finally coming together.

As the initial haze of pleasure begins to fade, my thoughts start to drift toward more practical concerns. What happens when the storm ends? When my van gets fixed? When the real world comes knocking at the door of this magical place we've created?

I have a job—not a particularly fulfilling one, but it pays the bills. I have an apartment waiting for me, with its leaky faucet and noisy neighbors. I have friends, not close ones, but people who would notice if I disappeared. I have responsibilities, routines, a whole life that exists outside the walls of the Wishwell Inn.

Could I really leave it all behind? Just decide not to return to my normal life? It seems impossible when I think about the logistics—my boss would be calling, packages would be waiting for delivery, rent would be due, my few possessions would sit gathering dust.

But when I look at it from another angle, from the perspective of what I'd be gaining rather than losing, the question shifts. What would it mean to stay here, with these three extraordinary women who each connect with different parts of me? To live in this place that seems to exist partially outside normal reality, where storms come and go with meaning, where portraits watch with living eyes, where candles light themselves?

I've never felt more alive, more seen, more purposeful than I have since arriving at the Wishwell Inn. Could I really walk away from that to return to delivering packages and microwaving dinners alone in my cramped apartment?

Rhea stirs against my side, as if sensing my thoughts. Her hand finds mine beneath the quilt, fingers intertwining. "You're thinking too loudly," she murmurs, her voice heavy with satisfaction and approaching sleep. "Feel, don't think."

"It's not that simple," I whisper back, though I keep my voice low to avoid disturbing Mara and Ella, who seem to have already drifted off. "I have a life out there."

Rhea tilts her head to look up at me, her green eyes solemn in the firelight. "And you have a life in here," she says simply. "The question isn't which one is real. They're both real. The question is which one feels true."

Before I can respond, she settles back against my shoulder, her body relaxing into sleep. Her words echo in my mind as I stare up at the ceiling, watching the shadows cast by the fire dance across the ancient wooden beams.

Which life feels true?

The answer seems obvious when I'm here, wrapped in warmth and connection, the Wishwell Inn humming around us like a living entity. But will it still feel as clear when the storm passes, when my van is fixed, when the real world comes calling with its practical demands and logical arguments?

I don't know. And for now, with these women sleeping peacefully against me, their bodies warm and trusting, I don't need to know. For now, this moment is enough—this connection, this feeling of belonging, this sense that after years of drifting, I might have finally found my harbor in the most unexpected of places.

The fire pops, sending a shower of sparks up the chimney. Outside, the storm continues its assault, wind and rain battering the windows as if trying to break through. But in here, within these ancient walls, within this circle of shared warmth, there's only peace and the quiet breathing of four people who have found something rare and precious together.

True or not, possible or not, for tonight at least, this is where I belong.


Chapter 8



I wake to sunlight warming my face, a stark contrast to the storm that raged when we fell asleep. For a moment, I'm disoriented, trying to remember where I am. Then it comes back—the Wishwell Inn, the three women, the connection we formed in the firelight. I'm on the floor of the common room, but I'm alone now, the quilt tucked carefully around me. The others have gone, but their scents linger on my skin, on the blanket—a mixture of Mara's earthy warmth, Ella's floral sweetness, and Rhea's hint of turpentine.

Sitting up, I rub my eyes and take in the transformed room. The morning light spills through the windows, turning the wooden floors to honey and making the dust motes dance in golden shafts. The storm has completely vanished, as if it never happened at all. Through the windows, I can see mountains rising in the distance, their edges sharp and clear against a perfect blue sky.

I stretch, feeling pleasantly sore in ways that remind me of last night. My borrowed clothes are neatly folded on a nearby chair—someone must have gathered them while I slept. After pulling them on, I pad barefoot toward the kitchen, following the sounds of voices and clattering dishes, and the mouthwatering smell of coffee and something sweet baking.

I pause in the doorway, taking a moment to observe the three women unnoticed. They move around the kitchen in what looks like a practiced dance, each knowing her role without having to speak it. Mara stands at the stove, flipping what look like pancakes, her dark hair pulled back in its usual braid. She hums something low and sweet, her hips swaying slightly to the rhythm. Ella darts around her, setting the table, stealing bites of fruit, her energy barely contained even in this domestic scene. Rhea sits on a countertop, grinding coffee beans in an old-fashioned grinder, her red hair catching the sunlight from the kitchen window.

None of them look out of place in this morning routine, despite how different they appeared last night in the firelight. There's something comforting about seeing them like this—real women starting their day, not just mysterious figures from a strange dream.

"Good morning," I say finally, stepping into the kitchen.

All three look up at once, and the smiles that bloom on their faces hit me like a physical force. There's no awkwardness, no morning-after regret, just genuine pleasure at seeing me.

"You're up!" Ella says, abandoning her task to bound across the room. She bumps her shoulder against mine playfully. "We thought you might sleep till noon after, well, everything." Her eyebrows wiggle suggestively, but there's warmth in her teasing, not mockery.

"Coffee?" Rhea asks, holding up a mug she's just filled. Her voice is quiet, but her eyes hold mine with that intense gaze I'm starting to recognize as uniquely hers.

"Please," I say, accepting the mug gratefully. Our fingers brush during the exchange, and something electric passes between us—a memory of last night, a promise of more.

"Sit," Mara commands gently, nodding toward the table. "Breakfast is almost ready."

I take a seat at the wooden table, which has been set with mismatched plates and vintage silverware that somehow look perfect together. Ella plops down beside me, her thigh pressing against mine as if she can't bear not to be touching me.

"Did you sleep okay?" she asks, stealing a sip from my coffee mug before I can answer. "The floor couldn't have been that comfortable."

"I slept great, actually," I admit. "Best sleep I've had in years."

"The inn takes care of its own," Mara says, sliding a plate stacked with golden pancakes onto the table. She brushes her hand across my shoulder as she passes, the touch lingering just long enough to feel intentional. "Even if they insist on sleeping on the floor when there are perfectly good beds available."

There's something in the way she says it—a hint, an opening. Her dark eyes meet mine briefly, and I can see the offer there, unspoken but clear: there's a place for me here, a room, a bed. A home, if I want it.

Rhea joins us, setting a bowl of fresh fruit on the table before taking her seat across from me. She's the quietest of the three, but there's a steadiness to her presence that feels grounding. As Mara dishes out pancakes, Rhea reaches across to brush something from my cheek.

"Flour," she explains softly, her fingers lingering on my skin. "Or maybe just bed head." Her small, private smile makes my heart skip.

We eat together in comfortable companionship. The pancakes are incredible—fluffy and buttery with a hint of something I can't quite identify.

"Lavender," Mara says, reading my expression as I try to place the flavor. "From the garden out back. I thought you might like it."

The fact that she made these specifically with me in mind touches me in a way I wasn't expecting. It's been a long time since anyone cared enough to wonder what I might like.

"They're perfect," I tell her, and her answering smile is radiant.

As we eat, the conversation flows easily. Ella tells stories that make us all laugh, her hands animated, occasionally brushing my arm or squeezing my knee for emphasis. Mara asks thoughtful questions about my life before—my job, my apartment—but in a way that feels like genuine interest, not an interrogation. Rhea says less, but when she does speak, everyone listens. Underneath the table, her foot finds mine, resting against it in quiet contact.

At one point, Ella dabs a bit of syrup from the corner of my mouth with her napkin. "Such a mess," she teases, but her eyes are warm with affection. Later, Mara mentions offhandedly that "the blue room upstairs gets the best morning light—it would be perfect for someone who rises early." The implication is clear, and it sends a warm flutter through my chest.

When we're almost finished, Rhea simply reaches under the table and takes my hand. She doesn't say anything, doesn't need to. Her fingers intertwine with mine, and she gives a gentle squeeze that feels like a question and an answer all at once.

Looking around at these three extraordinary women—Mara gathering empty plates with domestic efficiency, Ella licking syrup from her fingers with unabashed pleasure, Rhea holding my hand in quiet certainty—I'm struck by a sudden realization: I've never felt this wanted before. Not just desired physically, though there's that too, but wanted as a whole person. Seen and understood and valued.

In my regular life—the one that suddenly seems very far away—I'm just a delivery guy. Forgettable. Replaceable. Here, with them, I'm something else entirely. Something necessary. Important. Loved, maybe, though it feels too soon to use that word, even in my own thoughts.

The sunlight continues to pour through the windows, bathing us all in golden warmth. Outside, birds sing in the trees that surround the inn. Rhea's thumb traces circles on my palm under the table. Mara hums as she washes dishes. Ella leans her head briefly against my shoulder, a gesture so natural it feels like we've been doing this for years.

The Wishwell Inn wraps around us like a living thing, the wooden beams overhead catching the morning light, the floors warm beneath our feet. For the first time since I arrived during the storm, everything feels clear. Not mysterious or magical or strange, but simply right. Like I've been walking through fog my entire life, and suddenly the air is crystal clear.

I squeeze Rhea's hand gently, and she squeezes back, her green eyes finding mine across the table. I'm not going anywhere. Not today. Maybe not ever.

The mechanic's truck crunches up the gravel driveway around noon, breaking the spell of our perfect morning. I watch from the window as he unloads his tools and gets to work on my van, his movements efficient and practiced. Part of me hopes he'll find something else wrong, some unfixable problem that would force me to stay longer. But within an hour, he's tightening the last bolt, wiping his hands on a rag, and starting the engine. It purrs to life immediately, no hint of the trouble that brought me here in the first place.

"All set," he tells me when I walk outside to inspect his work. "Just needed a new timing belt and some adjustments. Nothing serious."

I thank him, hand over the cash Mara loaned me (with a promise to pay her back that now hangs in the air between staying and going), and watch as his truck disappears down the long driveway. The van sits there, ready to go, no longer an excuse to remain at the Wishwell Inn.

Reality crashes back like a cold wave. My boss must be wondering where I am. Those packages still need delivering. My apartment, small and empty as it is, still holds my few possessions. Bills will need paying. Life will need living—my old life, the one I had before the storm brought me here.

Back inside, I find my clothes from the night of the storm, now clean and neatly folded on the bed in what Mara called "my room" this morning, though I've only slept in it that first night. I pack slowly, each movement feeling like I'm moving through water. Every item I put in my bag feels like a small betrayal—of the inn, of the women, of myself.

My phone, which I'd almost forgotten existed, has no signal here. Another thing that makes the Wishwell Inn feel separate from the real world. Once I drive away, bars will appear, and with them, missed calls and texts demanding explanations, expecting me to slip right back into my old routine.

I zip my bag but leave it on the bed, not quite ready to make it final. Instead, I wander through the inn one last time, trying to memorize every detail. The worn wooden floors that creak in specific places. The way sunlight slants through the stained glass panel in the upstairs hallway, throwing colored shadows on the wall. The portraits that seem to watch me pass, their painted eyes now looking sad rather than mysterious.

In Rhea's studio, I find sketches of me pinned to the walls—me laughing at breakfast this morning, me sleeping peacefully under the quilt, me looking out at the mountains with wonder on my face. Moments I didn't even know she was capturing. Moments that would only exist in her art if I leave now.

In the kitchen, traces of our breakfast linger—Mara's cookbook left open to the pancake recipe, a note scribbled in the margin: "J likes these." The mug I used, washed and set apart from the others on the drying rack, as if waiting for me to use it again tomorrow.

In the common room, the quilt we shared last night is folded neatly on the chair, the fireplace swept clean and set with fresh logs for tonight. Evidence of continuity, of plans that include me.

When I finally step outside with my bag, the three of them are waiting on the porch. They must have heard the van start earlier, must know what it means. They stand together, united but not blocking my way—giving me space, giving me choice.

Mara leans against the porch railing, her posture relaxed despite the tension I can see in her eyes. Ella sits on the steps, her fingers fidgeting with the frayed edge of her sweater, her usually animated face unnaturally still. Rhea stands slightly apart, arms crossed over her chest, her expression calm but watchful.

None of them speak as I approach. They're not going to beg, not going to try to convince me or make me feel guilty. They're just... there. Hoping but not demanding. Waiting to see what I'll choose.

I set my bag down on the porch and look out at my van. The engine is still running, driver's door open, ready for me to slide in and drive away. Back to deliveries and microwave dinners and falling asleep to the sound of the upstairs neighbor's TV. Back to being alone.

The mountains rise beyond, their peaks sharp and clear against the blue sky. The air is crisp and clean after the storm, carrying the scent of pine and wet earth. Birds call in the nearby trees. It's beautiful, peaceful—a perfect day for new beginnings.

I look back at the women. At Mara, with her nurturing strength that makes me feel both protected and protective. At Ella, with her wild energy that pulls me out of my shell, makes me feel alive. At Rhea, with her quiet intensity that sees parts of me I didn't know were visible.

In that moment, standing between my old life and what could be, the choice clarifies itself with startling simplicity. It's not about magic or fate or some mysterious power of the inn—though I believe in all of those things now. It's about choosing the life that feels true, as Rhea put it that night after I found the journal.

And this—this inn, these women, this connection—feels truer than anything I've ever known.

I walk to the van, and I can feel the collective tension behind me, three held breaths as they wait to see what I'll do. I reach into the driver's seat, turn off the engine, and pocket the keys. Then I close the door, pat the hood once like saying goodbye to an old friend, and turn back to the porch.

Their faces are a study in hope and uncertainty. I climb the steps slowly, feeling the weight of the decision with each footfall. When I reach them, I pick up my bag and hold it out to Mara.

"Is that offer of the blue room still good?" I ask simply. "The one with the morning light?"

Mara's smile blooms slowly, like a sunrise. She takes my bag, her fingers brushing mine. "It's yours for as long as you want it."

Ella leaps up with a sound that's half laugh, half sob, and throws her arms around my neck. "You're staying," she whispers against my shoulder, not a question but a confirmation.

Rhea doesn't rush forward, but when I meet her eyes, the relief and joy there is so naked, so raw, that it takes my breath away. She nods once, a small movement, but I understand everything she's not saying.

Behind us, the inn seems to settle on its foundations, the old timbers creaking in what sounds remarkably like satisfaction. A warm breeze stirs the wind chimes hanging from the porch eaves, creating a melody that feels like welcome.

"I'll need to figure some things out," I say, thinking of my job, my apartment, the practical details of shifting my life here. "Make some calls once we get into town."

"We'll help," Mara says, her hand finding mine. "Whatever you need."

"We have all the time in the world now," Ella adds, her smile bright enough to rival the sun.

Rhea steps forward finally, completing our circle. "The inn brought you here for a reason," she says quietly. "It's been waiting for you. We all have."

As if in confirmation, the wind chimes sing louder, and the front door of the inn swings open on its own, inviting us back inside. I look at the three women—my women now, I suppose, as strange as that still seems—and feel the rightness of this decision settle in my bones.

"Let's go home," I say, and we step through the doorway together, back into the Wishwell Inn—back into the place where I belong.
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