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Chapter 1: The Double Take


[image: ]


The hotel lobby was all warm wood and soft, golden light, a pocket of quiet elegance tucked away from the rainy Montreal evening. Steven stood in the check-in line, the damp shoulders of his jacket a small price to pay for the sudden, unexpected charge in the air.

He wasn't paying attention to much of anything, really. Just the low murmur of French on the PA system, the squeak of a luggage trolley wheel, the dull thud of his own travel fatigue. Then the woman at the front of the line stepped forward to the counter, and the lobby seemed to shift focus.

He saw her in profile first. Dark skin, a cascade of braids swept over one shoulder, a simple, elegant carry-on bag at her feet. She leaned one elbow on the marble counter as she spoke to the clerk, her posture one of easy confidence. He couldn't hear her words, just the warm, melodic cadence of her voice.

He watched, quietly, appreciatively, as she signed something on a tablet. It was nothing specific—the way she tucked a stray braid behind her ear, the small, genuine smile she gave the clerk, the simple black dress that moved with her. He just observed. Observed her.

The clerk handed her something. Steven presumed it was a key card. She turned, and for the first time, he saw her full face.

She was stunning. Not in a polished, magazine-cover way, but in a way that felt real and immediate. High cheekbones, full lips, and dark eyes that swept across the lobby with an easy, unhurried gaze.

Then those eyes landed on him.

He was caught. Staring. He felt it happen in slow motion—the realization that he’d been watching her, the heat creeping up his neck. He knew he needed to look away. But it took him an extra-long moment to actually be able to do it.

Before he could look away, the corner of her mouth lifted. Just a fraction. A small, knowing smirk, there and gone in a heartbeat. It wasn't a smile of greeting. It was the look of someone who had just caught you doing something you shouldn't, and found it more amusing than offensive.

Then she was walking. Right past him.

She moved with the same unhurried grace he’d watched from across the room, her shoulder close enough that he caught a faint, clean scent—something like rain and cedar. She didn't slow down. Didn't look back. She simply passed, a quiet force of nature leaving him in her wake.

He turned his head to watch her go, a purely involuntary action. He watched her walk toward the elevators, her braids swaying gently with each step. She pressed the call button, and just as the doors slid open, she glanced over her shoulder.

At him.

The smirk was gone, replaced by something unreadable. Just a look. A long, direct look that held for two full seconds before she stepped into the elevator and disappeared.

"Sir?"

Steven blinked. A hotel clerk was smiling at him from behind the counter. The line had moved. He was at the front.

"Sorry," he muttered, stepping forward. "Checking in. Steven Cole."

As he handed over his credit card, his mind was still on the elevator. He didn't know her name. Didn't know why she was there. Didn't know anything about her except the way she looked at him—once with amusement, once with something else entirely.

He just knew she was now stuck in his head.

And he had a feeling she knew it, too.
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Chapter 2: Rehearsal Dinner
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The private room at the back of the Old Montreal bistro hummed with the clink of glasses and the overlapping chatter of people who were either related or determined to act like it by the end of the weekend. Steven stood near the windows, a beer in his hand, watching the evening light soften the cobblestone street outside.

"You look like you're calculating an escape route."

Steven turned. Garrett grinned at him, resplendent in a tailored blazer, looking like a man who had absolutely zero doubts about the next day's events.

"Just admiring the view," Steven said.

"It's a parking lot."

"There's a fountain."

Garrett clapped him on the shoulder. "Relax. It's just dinner. My mom already loves you because you pretended to understand her story about the neighbour's dog. You're golden."

Steven smiled. He'd known Garrett since first year engineering at U of T—long enough to be one of his best friends, long enough to be grateful for the easy rhythm of their friendship. The weekend was simple: stand up for his friend, make a decent speech, survive the family photos.

Simple.

Then the door to the private room opened, and the wedding party began to trickle in from wherever they'd been doing pre-dinner photos. The bride, Alexa, led the way, radiant and laughing at something over her shoulder. The bridesmaids followed in a loose cluster, a swirl of coordinated colours and identical bouquet styles.

Steven's beer paused halfway to his mouth.

It was her. She was third in line.

He almost didn't recognize her at first. The braids from last night were gone, replaced by long, wavy hair that fell past her shoulders in soft curls. It moved when she walked, catching the light. She wore a simple burgundy dress, but on her, it looked like it had been designed for someone else and she'd simply shown up to improve it.

The woman from the lobby.

The woman who had smirked at him, then looked through him, then vanished into an elevator and stayed in his head for the rest of the night.

She was here. In the wedding party.

Steven set his beer down on the nearest table, very carefully, so he wouldn't drop it.

The group dispersed slightly as people found drinks and greetings. Alexa spotted Garrett and crossed the room to him, pulling him into a quick, affectionate kiss. The bridesmaids fanned out, some heading for the bar, others gravitating toward familiar faces.

She didn't see him yet. She was talking to one of the other bridesmaids, laughing at something, her hand resting lightly on the other woman's arm. Her hair swung forward as she tilted her head, and Steven watched her tuck it behind her ear—the same gesture from last night, but now framed by soft waves instead of braids.

He needed to stop staring. He needed to look away before she caught him again.

He looked away.

And then Garrett's voice cut through the room, amplified by the easy confidence of a man hosting his own rehearsal dinner. "Everyone! Drinks are in hand, so let's do quick intros before we sit. I'm Garrett, I'm the guy getting married tomorrow, and this"—he pulled Alexa closer—"is the reason I'm the luckiest guy in this room. Those of you who don't know everyone, let's fix that."

He started working his way around the room, introducing the wedding party one by one. Parents first, then the groomsmen. Steven's turn came quickly.

"This is Steven," Garrett said, gesturing toward him. "One of my best buds. We've been friends since we were dumb eighteen-year-olds who thought four engineering courses in one semester was a good idea. He's the reason I passed thermodynamics, and the reason I still have my kidneys after that one trip to Buffalo. Steven, you know Alexa."

He did. They exchanged quick smiles.

"And you've met some of the bridesmaids?" Alexa asked, glancing around.

"Not yet," Steven said. His voice came out normal. That was something.

Alexa's gaze landed on the cluster of women near the bar. "Perfect. Shawna! Come here a sec."

She turned at her name.

Shawna.

Her eyes found him immediately—not because she'd been looking, he told himself, but because Alexa had called her over and he was standing right there. She crossed the room toward them, and this time he didn't look away. He watched her come, watched the way her expression shifted from open curiosity to something more contained as she recognized him.

Up close, she was even more striking. The soft waves of her hair framed a face he'd replayed in his mind more times than he'd admit. Her eyes—dark, intelligent, slightly amused—met his and held.

"Shawna, this is Steven," Alexa said. "Steven, this is Shawna. She's been my person since we were roommates at Carleton. She's the one who talked me out of cancelling the wedding three times, so basically she's the real hero of the weekend."

Shawna laughed, a warm, easy sound. "I talked her into cancelling once, just to keep things balanced."

Alexa rolled her eyes fondly. "Ignore her. She's funny. It's very annoying."

Steven extended his hand. "Steven."

She took it. Her hand was warm, her grip firm. "Shawna."

Her name. He had a name to call her, now.

"Nice to meet you," she said, and there was something in her voice—a slight pause between the words, a flicker in her eyes—that told him she remembered him too. Of course she did. She'd looked right at him.

"Likewise." He hoped that sounded normal. It probably didn't.

Garrett, oblivious, clapped his hands together. "Perfect. Now you're introduced. Shawna, you're sitting near Steven tonight—we did place cards by the fire exit, don't ask—so you can tell him all the embarrassing Alexa stories I don't know yet."

"Garrett," Alexa warned.

"I'm collecting intel," Garrett said smoothly. "For the vows."

Shawna's eyes stayed on Steven for a beat longer than necessary. "I have plenty."

"I bet you do," Steven said.

The words came out before he thought about them, and something shifted in the air between them—a slight charge, a small recognition that the conversation had just dipped into something slightly different from polite introductions. Shawna's expression didn't change, but her gaze sharpened, just a little.

Alexa tugged Garrett toward the next introduction, leaving them standing there.

For a moment, neither spoke.

"So," Shawna said finally, "You're a groomsman. A top one, I hear."

"And you're the person who talks people out of cancelling weddings."

"One of several skills." She tilted her head slightly, her hair sliding across her shoulder. "Did I see you in the lobby last night?"

It sounded like a question. But it wasn't really a question. She remembered, and Steven knew it.

"Yeah." He didn't bother pretending otherwise. "You were checking in."

"I was." A pause. "You were watching."

There it was. No accusation in her voice, just a statement of fact, delivered with that same slight amusement he'd seen in the lobby. She wasn't embarrassed. She wasn't flustered. She was simply... noting it.

"Guilty," he said.

One corner of her mouth lifted—a smaller, quieter version of last night's smirk. "At least you admit it."

"I'm not sure denial would work at this point."

"No," she agreed. "Probably not."

A beat of silence passed. Comfortable, somehow. Charged, definitely.

"So you're here all weekend," he said. "Wedding party duties?"

"Bridal party brunch tomorrow morning. Photos. The thing where we stand up and look supportive while Alexa cries." She counted on her fingers. "Then the reception, then the part where I take off these heels and pray my feet still function on Monday."

"That's a full schedule."

"You're not off the hook either. Garrett mentioned a speech."

"He did."

"Nervous?"

"Ask me tomorrow night."

She smiled at that—a real smile, not the smirk, something warmer. "Fair enough."

Across the room, one of the other bridesmaids called her name. Shawna glanced over, then back at him. "Duty calls. I'll see you at dinner."

"I'll be there."

She turned to go, then paused, looking back at him over her shoulder. Her hair fell in a soft wave across her cheek. "For what it's worth," she said quietly, "I noticed you too."

Then she walked away, weaving through the growing crowd toward her friends, and Steven stood there with his beer and the echo of her words.

He had more than just a name now. A voice. A smile.

And the sudden, certain knowledge that the weekend had just become a lot more interesting.
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Chapter 3: Drinks Afterward
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The bistro had cleared out by ten, the older relatives heading back to their hotels with promises to be bright-eyed for the ceremony. Someone suggested a nightcap at a bar down the street—one of the groomsmen, maybe, or one of Alexa's cousins. Steven hadn't caught who. He'd just caught Shawna nodding in agreement, and that was enough.

Now he stood at the edge of a worn-in leather booth in a dimly lit bar on Saint-Laurent, a proper Montreal night unfolding around them. The place was all exposed brick and mismatched furniture, the kind of spot that felt like it had been there forever and would be there long after they were all dead and gone.

The group had splintered into smaller conversations. Garrett and Alexa were tucked into a corner booth, foreheads together, looking like they'd forgotten anyone else existed. A few of the bridesmaids were crowded around the bar, laughing at something on someone's phone. Garrett's brother Mark—the actual best man—was deep in conversation with Alexa's dad about golf courses.

And Shawna was sitting alone at the end of a long table, a half-empty glass of red wine in front of her, scrolling through her phone with the particular stillness of someone who was fine being alone but wouldn't mind company.

Steven bought a beer and walked over.

"This seat taken?"

She looked up, and that flicker of recognition crossed her face again. The same one from the lobby, from the introduction, from every time their eyes had met so far. Like she was seeing him and registering who he was all over again.

"Depends," she said. "Are you going to talk about the weather?"

"Would that be a dealbreaker?"

"Probably."

He slid into the seat across from her. "Then I'll save the small talk for my mom."

Shawna set her phone down, face-down on the table—a small gesture, but a deliberate one. She was choosing to be here, in this conversation. "Smart. Moms love small talk. It's their native language."

"Mine especially. She called earlier to ask if I'd packed a sweater. I'm thirty-one."

"And?" Shawna's lips twitched. "Did you?"

"I'm wearing it."

She laughed—that warm, easy sound from earlier—and something in Steven's chest loosened. He hadn't realized he'd been holding tension until it released.

"Okay, fair," she said. "You pass the first test."

"There are tests?"

"Always." She took a sip of her wine, watching him over the rim of her glass. "So far you're doing okay. Good eye contact. No weather talk. You haven't asked what I do for work yet."

"What do you do for work?"

She raised an eyebrow.

"Too soon?"

"Much too soon." But she was smiling. "We'll get there. Maybe tomorrow, if you behave."

Steven leaned back in his chair, letting the moment stretch. The bar hummed around them—low voices, clinking glasses, a jazz track playing just beneath it all. Shawna's hair caught the warm light, and he noticed, again, how different she looked from last night. Braids to waves. Stranger to almost-not-quite-a-stranger.

"I have a question," he said.

"Okay."

"Did you really not see me in the lobby? Before the check-in?"

She tilted her head, considering him. "Why do you ask?"

"Because the way you looked at me when you got to the elevator—" He stopped, suddenly aware that he was admitting to watching her that entire time. Which she already knew. But still.

"When I got to the elevator," she prompted.

"It didn't look like a first glance. It looked like a second one."

Shawna was quiet for a moment. Then she set her wine glass down and folded her hands on the table, a gesture that felt almost formal, except for the slight curve of her mouth.

"You want the truth?"

"Always."

"I saw you the second you walked into the lobby."

Steven blinked. "You did?"

"I did." She held his gaze. "You were standing near the couches, watching the door like you were waiting for someone. Dark jacket. Messy hair. You looked..." She paused, searching for the word. "..present. Like you were actually in the room, not just staring at your phone like everyone else."

He hadn't expected that. Any of it.

"So the smirk," he said slowly. "That was—"

"That was me thinking, 'He's cute. And he's definitely staring.'" She shrugged, a small, elegant motion. "I figured I'd give you something to look at."

Steven let out a breath that was almost a laugh. "You knew. The whole time."

"I knew." She picked up her wine again, taking a slow sip. "But I also knew I'd probably never see you again. So it was just—a moment. A nice one. Then the elevator doors closed and I forgot about you."

"Ouch."

"Sorry." She didn't look sorry. "It's the truth. I was tired. I had a wedding weekend ahead of me. You were a very attractive stranger who was never going to matter."

"And now?"

The question hung between them, simpler than it should have been. Steven watched her process it, watched something shift behind her eyes.

"Now," she said slowly, "you're not a stranger anymore. You're Garrett's friend. You're sitting across from me. You're—" She gestured vaguely at him. "—here."

"That I am. Here," he repeated.

"Here. In this bar. In this weekend." She held his gaze. "So now you matter. A little."

"A little. That works for me," Steven said, putting his beer down with a slight smirk upon his face.

"Don't push it."

Steven smiled. He couldn't help it. "Noted."

Across the room, someone whooped. One of the groomsmen, apparently victorious at whatever game had materialized on someone's phone. The sound barely registered. Steven's attention was entirely on the woman across from him, the way the candle on the table flickered in her eyes, the slight flush on her cheeks that might have been the wine or might have been something else.

"Can I ask you something?" she said.

"Sure."

"Why were you watching me? In the lobby. Before you knew I'd ever matter. Or that we’d bump into each other again."

It was a fair question. An unexpected one. Most people would let that lie, would file it under "things we don't discuss." But Shawna wasn't most people. He was starting to understand that.

"I don't have a good answer," he admitted. "You just—stood out. The way you moved. The way you talked to the clerk. You seemed comfortable. Like you knew exactly who you were and where you were going." He paused. "I wanted to know more."

"And now you do."

"Now I know your name. And that you're funny. And that you notice when people notice you." He leaned forward slightly. "I still want to know more."

Shawna looked at him for a long moment. The noise of the bar seemed to fade, just slightly, just enough.

"You know we're stuck together all weekend, right?" she said quietly. "Bridal party brunch. Photos. The ceremony. The reception. All of it."

"I'm aware."

"So if this—" She gestured between them. "—if this becomes a thing, there's no escape. We can't avoid each other. We can't take space. It's just... us, in each other's orbits, for the next forty-eight hours."

"I know."

"And you're okay with that?"

Steven considered the question. He thought about the elevator doors closing last night, about the way she'd lingered in his head for hours afterward. He thought about seeing her walk into the bistro tonight, about the jolt of recognition that had gone through him. He thought about right now, sitting across from her, feeling more awake than he had in months.

"Yeah," he said. "I'm okay with that."

Shawna's expression softened—just a fraction, just enough. "Good," she said. "Because I think I might be, too."

For a moment, neither of them spoke. The silence wasn't awkward. It was full, somehow. Like they'd both said everything that needed saying and were just letting it settle.

Then a hand landed on Steven's shoulder, and the moment broke.

"There you are!" Garrett's voice, slightly louder than necessary, slightly looser with drink. "We're doing a shot. Everyone's doing a shot. Shawna, you too. No arguments."

He was already moving toward the bar, assuming they'd follow.

Steven looked at Shawna. She looked at him.

"Forty-eight hours," she said.

"Counting."

She stood, and as she passed him, her hand brushed his shoulder—light, casual, but deliberate. A small touch that said more than words could.

"I'll hold you to that," she murmured.

Then she followed Garrett toward the bar, and Steven sat there for an extra beat, letting the warmth of her touch linger.

The weekend was just getting started.
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Chapter 4: The Big Day
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The groom's suite was a study in controlled chaos. Steven had been ready for twenty minutes—tie straight, jacket hung carefully to avoid wrinkles—so he stood by the window and watched Montreal go about its Saturday afternoon three floors below.

Garrett paced. Mark made calls. Someone had put on music, then someone else had turned it off. The energy was the particular kind of restless that preceded anything significant.

Steven's phone buzzed.

Hope your tie is straight. I'd hate to have to fix it for you in front of everyone.

He stared at the message for a beat, then laughed under his breath. Unknown number. But he had a feeling he knew exactly who it was.

How did you get my number?

The response came fast.

Alexa. She's a romantic. Don't tell Garrett.

Steven nodded, figuring that tracked. Not that Shawna could see him nodding, of course. Then he responded:

And for the record, my tie is perfect.

Several moments passed. And then:

We'll see.

He was still smiling when he pocketed the phone.

—
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THE WEDDING PARTY GATHERED in the hotel lobby at 3:30 p.m. Steven spotted the bridesmaids immediately. They were a cluster of deep red against the marble floors. His eyes found her before his brain caught up.

Shawna stood slightly apart from the others, talking to Jenna. She wore red. A simple dress, fitted, falling just above her knees. Her hair was down, soft waves that caught the light every time she moved. She looked...

She looked like someone he wanted to keep looking at.

Then she turned, as if she'd felt his gaze, and their eyes met across the lobby. Her expression didn't change, but something passed between them anyway. A recognition. A small, private acknowledgment in a room full of people.

He crossed to the group.

"Tie's still straight," she said quietly.

"You sound disappointed."

"Give it time."

Around them, the wedding party organized itself. Mark was calling out pairings for the processional, consulting a notepad. Steven only half-listened until he heard his name.

"Shawna, you're with Steven."

He looked at her. She looked at him, one eyebrow slightly raised.

"Alexa's idea," she murmured.

"Was it, now?"

"She has opinions."

Mark was still talking. Steven didn't care. He was watching the way the corner of Shawna's mouth lifted, the way she held his gaze like no one else existed.

"Guess we're walking down the aisle together," he said.

"Guess we are."

—
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THE CHAPEL WAS OLD Montreal perfect—stone walls, stained glass, flowers everywhere. Steven stood in the vestibule with the other groomsmen, listening to the muffled sound of the processional music from inside. His pulse was steady. He'd done this before. He knew how to walk, where to stand, when to sit.

What he didn't know was how it would feel to have Shawna beside him.

The doors opened. Jenna and Derek went in. Then Sally and Mike. Then it was their turn.

Shawna stepped to his side and slid her hand into the crook of his arm. Her fingers were warm even through his jacket sleeve.

"Ready?" she murmured.

"No."

She laughed softly, and they walked.

The aisle stretched before them, lined with guests who blurred into nothing. Steven wasn't looking at them. He was aware of Shawna—the rhythm of her steps matching his, the scent of her perfume, the way her dress brushed against his leg with each stride. He was aware of every point where they touched.

At the front, they paused. She withdrew her hand and turned to face him. Just for a moment. Just long enough for him to see something in her eyes—warm, direct, unguarded.

Then she moved to her place, and he moved to his, and the ceremony began.

Steven stood through the vows, through the readings, through the moment Alexa's voice cracked and Garrett squeezed her hand. He heard it all. But his attention kept drifting three people to his left, where Shawna stood in her red dress with the stained glass light falling across her shoulders.

She didn't look at him. Not once.

But he felt her there, as clearly as if they were still walking arm in arm.

And he knew, without question, that she felt him too.
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Chapter 5: The Reception
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The reception hall hummed with the particular energy of a wedding hitting its stride. Dinner was done, speeches were over—Mark's had been funny, Alexa's dad's had been long, Garrett's had made half the room cry—and now the DJ had taken over. The dance floor pulsed with colour and movement, a swirl of red dresses and suits and the occasional brave uncle showing everyone his moves.

Steven stood near the bar, a half-empty drink in his hand, watching.

He'd seen Shawna across the room all night. During dinner, three tables over, laughing at something Jenna said. During the first dance, standing with the other bridesmaids, her expression soft. During the parent dances, slipping outside for air and then slipping back in.

Every time, their eyes had found each other. Brief. Accidental-looking. Definitely not accidental.

Now she was on the dance floor with a cluster of bridesmaids and Alexa’s cousins, moving to something up-tempo, her hair swinging, her dress catching the light. She laughed at something, head thrown back, and Steven felt it in his chest.

He set his drink down.

"Finally," Mark said beside him. "I was wondering when you'd stop lurking."

Steven didn't take his eyes off the dance floor. "I'm not lurking."

"You're lurking. Go dance."

Steven went.

He crossed the floor, weaving through bodies, and when he reached her, she was already turning. Like she'd known he was coming.

"Dance with me," he said. Not a question.

Shawna looked at him for a beat. Then she smiled—that warm, real smile—and took his hand.

The song shifted. Slower. Softer. The DJ knew what he was doing.

Steven's hand found her waist. Hers settled on his shoulder. They moved together like they'd been doing it for years, not seconds. Around them, other couples filled the floor, but Steven barely registered them. There was only Shawna, close enough to see the flecks of gold in her eyes, close enough to feel the warmth of her through his jacket.

"You've been watching me all night," she said quietly.

"So have you."

She didn't deny it. "This is dangerous."

"I know."

"We have the whole weekend."

"I know."

"And after this—" She gestured vaguely, taking in the room, the wedding, the inevitable end of things. "We go home. Different cities."

"I know."

Her eyes searched his. "Doesn't scare you?"

"Yeah," he admitted. "But not enough to stop."

The song played on. They kept dancing. Her hand tightened slightly on his shoulder.

"Me neither," she said.

—
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THE NIGHT WOUND DOWN slowly. The DJ was playing his last few songs. The crowd thinned—older relatives first, then exhausted parents, then a few stragglers who didn't want the night to end.

Steven and Shawna stayed.

They danced again, faster this time, then slower again. They found a quiet corner and talked about nothing—favourite books, bad travel stories, the time Alexa got locked out of their apartment in first year. They laughed. They touched—her hand on his arm, his fingers brushing her back, small contacts that built on each other.

At some point, Steven realized they were holding hands.

He didn't remember when it started. It just was. Her fingers laced through his, resting on the table between them, natural as breathing.

Shawna looked down at their hands, then up at him. Her expression was soft, open, unguarded.

"So," she said.

"So."

"This is a thing."

"Yeah."

She nodded slowly, like she was confirming something for herself. "Okay."

"Okay?"

"Yeah, okay." She squeezed his hand. "I want..." she paused, searching for words. "I want to be present for this. Not rushed. Not drunk and stumbling at the end of a wedding."

Steven understood. He felt it too. She seemed like such a nice girl. Steven had the desire to do this right, to not let the momentum carry them somewhere they weren't ready for.

"When do you want to see me again?" he asked.

Shawna surprised him. "After the reception. When everything winds down. When it's just us." She looked at him. "Meet me somewhere."

Steven couldn’t help but smile. "Where?"

She thought for a moment, then smiled back. "The hotel lobby. Where it started."

Steven squeezed her hand back. "I'll be there."

Around them, someone announced last call at the bar. Gradually, the lights came up. The night was ending.

But for Shawna and Steven, something else was just beginning.
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Chapter 6: The Almost
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The hotel lobby at 1 a.m. was a different world.

Gone was the bustle of check-ins and bellhops. Gone were the wedding guests, the tourists, the noise. Now it was just the warm wood and soft light and the distant hum of an elevator somewhere. Steven stood near the couches—the same spot where he'd stood two nights ago, watching a stranger check in—and waited.

He'd changed out of his suit. Jeans, a clean shirt, shoes without a shine. He'd brushed his teeth twice. He'd stared at himself in the bathroom mirror and asked what the hell he was doing.

He still didn't have an answer. But he was here anyway.

The elevator chimed.

Shawna stepped out.

She'd changed too—yoga pants and an oversize sweater, her hair pulled back in a loose ponytail. No makeup, as far as he could tell. She looked softer. Younger. Like the wedding version of her had been a performance and this was the real thing.

She crossed the lobby toward him, and Steven felt the same jolt he'd felt every time he'd seen her this weekend.

"Hi," she said.

"Hey," he said right back.

They stood there for a beat, neither moving. Then Shawna laughed softly.

"This is weird, right?" she said. "Meeting here. Like we're strangers again."

"We're not strangers, though."

"No," she agreed. "We're not."

She stepped closer. Close enough that he could smell her—not the perfume from earlier, just soap and shampoo and her.

"My room or yours?" she asked.

Steven's heart kicked. "You said you wanted to be present. Not rushed."

"I do. I meant it." She held his gaze. "But I also want to be alone with you. We can talk. We can—" She gestured vaguely. "We can be present together. In private."

He didn't need to think about it.

"Yours," he said. "You know the floor number, so you can lead the way."

She smiled that warm, real smile, and took his hand.

—
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THE ELEVATOR RIDE SHOULD have been short. Four floors. Thirty seconds.

It felt like hours.

They stood facing the doors, hands still linked, neither speaking. The silence wasn't empty. It was full of everything they hadn't said, everything they'd been circling all weekend. Steven was acutely aware of every inch of space between them. Of the warmth of her hand. Of the way she was looking at their reflection in the polished metal doors.

The elevator stopped on three for some reason. The doors opened. No one was there. Perhaps someone had pressed the button and left.

Then the doors closed again.

On four, the doors opened once more, and they stepped out into a hallway that could have been anywhere. Neutral carpet, identical doors, soft lighting.

Shawna led him to room 412. She pulled out her key card, then paused.

"Last chance," she said quietly. "You can still walk away. Blame it on the wedding. Blame it on the wine. I won't—"

Steven took the key card from her hand, slid it into the slot, and pushed the door open.

"I'm not walking anywhere."

Shawna looked at him for a long moment. A look of intrigue spread across her face. Then she stepped inside, and he followed, and the door clicked shut behind them.
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THE ROOM WAS DARK EXCEPT for the city lights filtering through the curtains. Steven barely registered it. All his attention was on Shawna, on the way she turned to face him, on the space between them that was suddenly too much.

"So," she said. "We're here."

"We're here."

"Now what?"

Steven didn't answer with words.

He crossed the distance between them, one hand finding her waist, the other cupping her face. He moved slowly—giving her time, giving her space to stop him if she wanted.

She didn't stop him.

When his lips met hers, it was soft at first. Tentative. A question.

Shawna answered by pulling him closer.

The kiss deepened. Her hands fisted in his shirt, and he backed her gently against the door, his body pressing into hers. She made a sound—low in her throat—and Steven felt it everywhere.

Her mouth opened under his. Her tongue slid against his, and he forgot how to think. Forgot where they were, forgot the weekend, forgot everything except the way she tasted and the warmth of her and the small, desperate sounds she made when he kissed her harder.

His hands moved—one tangled in her hair, the other sliding down her back, pressing her closer. She arched into him, her legs parting slightly to let him settle against her. Through the thin fabric of her sweater, he could feel her heart pounding.

Or maybe that was his.

They broke apart just long enough for air. Shawna's forehead rested against his, her breathing uneven.

"Okay," she whispered. "That was—"

"Yeah."

"I need—" She kissed him again, cutting off whatever she was going to say. This one was hungrier. Less controlled. Her teeth grazed his lower lip, and Steven groaned.

His hands found the hem of her sweater. He paused, asking permission without words. She pulled back just long enough to yank it over her head, and then her mouth was on his again, and her skin was warm under his hands, and he was losing himself completely.

They kissed like they'd been waiting all weekend for this. Like the lobby, the dinner, the dance floor—all of it had been building to this moment, pressed against a hotel room door in the dark.

Shawna broke away again, breathing hard. Her eyes were dark, her lips swollen, her hair falling loose from the ponytail.

"Steven." His name, just that.

"Yeah?"

She looked at him. The want was obvious—he could feel it in the way her body pressed against his, in the rapid rise and fall of her chest. But something else flickered in her eyes too. Something careful.

"Come inside," she said. "Really inside. Not just—" She gestured at the door they were pinned against. "Stay. For a while."

Steven looked at her. At the openness in her expression. At the trust. At the longing.

"Yeah," he said. "Okay."

She took his hand and led him away from the door, deeper into the room, toward the bed lit only by Montreal's skyline.
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Chapter 7: First Time
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The city lights painted soft shadows across the ceiling. Steven stood at the foot of the bed, Shawna in front of him, her hands still holding his. The air between them felt different now—charged with something heavier than want. Something like trust.

"You're thinking too much," she whispered.

"So are you."

She smiled, just slightly. "Maybe. But I'm done with it."

Shawna stood directly in front of him, staring into Steven’s eyes. Then her hands went to the waistband of her yoga pants, and Steven watched her step out of them, watched her straighten in front of him wearing nothing but cotton and skin and the soft glow of Montreal at night.

His turn.

He made himself slow down. Made himself meet her eyes as he unbuttoned his shirt, as he let it join hers on the floor. Her gaze traveled down his chest, his stomach, back up again. When their eyes met, something shifted in her expression—warmer now. Softer.

"Come here," she said.

He did.

They met in the middle of the room, bodies pressing together, skin against skin for the first time. The kiss started slow—a continuation of the one by the door, but deeper now, more deliberate. Her hands roamed his back, his shoulders, like she was memorizing him. His traced the curve of her spine, the dip of her waist, the swell of her hip.

The bed hit the back of her knees. She sat, then lay back, pulling him with her. He braced himself above her, looking down at the way her hair fanned across the pillow, the way her chest rose and fell, the way she looked at him like he was someone worth looking at.

"You're beautiful," he said.

Her lips curved. "You're not so bad yourself."

He kissed her again—slower this time, savouring. Her legs wrapped around his waist, pulling him closer, and he felt the heat of her through the cotton that still separated them. He pulled back just long enough to look at her.

"Okay?"

"More than okay."

He reached between them, fingers finding the waistband of her underwear. She lifted her hips, and he slid them down her legs, watching the fabric disappear, watching her bare beneath him. Then her hands were at his boxers, pushing them down, and he kicked them off without breaking her gaze.

Then there was nothing between them. Just skin, and heat, and the weight of the moment.

Shawna's hand came up to his face, her thumb tracing his jaw. She looked at him—really looked—and something flickered in her eyes. Vulnerability. Honesty.

"Steven."

"Yeah?"

She hesitated. Just for a breath. Then said: "I've never done this before."

He stilled. "Done what?"

"Been with a white guy." She held his gaze, not looking away. "I've never... I've never been in an interracial relationship. Or anything. Anything like this."

The words landed between them, heavy and real. Steven felt the weight of them, the trust it took to say them.

"Me neither," he said quietly.

Her eyes widened slightly. "Really?"

"Really. I've thought about it. Wondered what it’d be like. But never..." he shook his head. "Never like this. Never someone I actually really liked, or thought..."

He stopped. The word hung there, unspoken.

“Thought what?” Shawna asked him.

There was a brief pause before Steven answered.

“...Thought I could get there, with,” Steven admitted, blushing.

Shawna's hand slid to the back of his neck, pulling him down. Her kiss was softer now, but no less intense. When she broke away, her forehead rested against his.

"Good," she whispered. "Then we're both new."

"Yeah."

"We're both figuring this out."

"Yeah, we are."

She smiled—that warm, real smile, but deeper now. "Then figure it out with me."

He didn't need to be asked twice.

What followed wasn't rushed. It wasn't frantic. It was deliberate—every touch intentional, every movement an exploration. He learned the sounds she made when he kissed her neck, the way she arched when his hand slid lower, the broken whisper of his name when he found the right rhythm with his fingers. She learned the places he was sensitive, the way his breath caught when she touched him back, the low groan he couldn't suppress when her hand wrapped around him.

When he finally moved over her, when he positioned himself at her entrance and looked down at her face, she reached up and pulled him close.

"Don't hold back," she whispered against his mouth. "I want to feel this. All of it."

He didn't.

He pushed inside her slowly—agonizingly slowly—watching her face, watching the way her lips parted, the way her eyes fluttered closed, the way her fingers dug into his shoulders. When he was fully sheathed, he stopped. Let her adjust. Let her breathe.

She opened her eyes. "More," she said. "Please give me more."

He did.

The rhythm started slow, deep, each thrust a question and an answer. Her legs wrapped higher around his waist, pulling him deeper, and she gasped—a sharp, beautiful sound that drove him wild. He buried his face in her neck, breathing her in, feeling her pulse against his lips.

"Steven—" His name, broken. "God, that's—"

He lifted his head to look at her. Her eyes were dark, her lips parted, her skin flushed. She looked undone. She looked perfect.

"You feel incredible," he said. It came out rougher than he intended.

"So do you." Her voice was barely a whisper. "So different. So—" She gasped again as he shifted angle. "Fuck. Right there. Don't stop."

He didn't.

The pace built. Faster now, harder, the bed shifting beneath them. Her nails scored his back, and the sting only made him want her more. He reached between them, found the place where they joined, found the sensitive spot that made her cry out.

Steven spit on his hand, rubbing his thumb in his own liquids. Then he massaged that into Shawna, as he rubbed his thumb quickly, back and forth, over her clit.

“Oh! Ah... Steven!” Shawna began to groan.

"That's it," he breathed.  “You like that, don’t you?”

Shawna nodded, her mouth completely agape. Not one word escaped her lips.

Steven couldn’t help but smile, as he continued rubbing her whilst simultaneously driving himself deep. “Good girl.”

Shawna moaned louder in response. Both he and she knew how close she was getting, just from her eye contact and the whimpers she was making in response.

That naughty grin returned to Steven’s face. "Let go. I've got you."

And finally, she did.

Her release hit her like a wave: sudden, overwhelming, her body tightening around him, her back arching off the bed, his name torn from her throat in a sound he'd remember for the rest of his life. The feel of her, the sight of her, the raw vulnerability of the moment... that was all it took. It pushed Steven over the edge with her, as well.

He followed hard, buried deep, his face pressed into her neck, her name on his lips like a prayer.

“Fuck! Fuck Steven that’s so good!” Shawna cried out.

“Mmmm! Ah, yes! Fucking take me!” he growled in response.

Steven continued thrusting. Continued pumping. Until he’d completely filled her up.

Neither of them knew quite what to say. But from the looks on both their faces, they immediately knew, each of them had loved it.
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Chapter 8: Once Again
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The room was quiet now, save for the ragged rhythm of their breathing and the distant hum of the city below. The air between them was heavy, thick with the scent of sweat and the lingering warmth of their bodies. Shawna lay sprawled on her back, her chest rising and falling in slow, deep breaths. She looked at Steven—really looked at him—with eyes that were still wide, still swimming with the aftershocks of what they’d just shared.

He was on his side, propped up on one elbow, watching her with a look that was equal parts adoration and hunger. His dark hair was sticking to his forehead in damp curls, and a sheen of perspiration coated his skin, highlighting the muscles that were still flexing from the exertion.

"You're staring," Shawna murmured, a smile tugging at the corner of her lips.

"I'm admiring the view," Steven replied, his voice rough, still thick with need. He reached out, his fingers tracing the line of her collarbone. "I still can't believe that just happened."

"Believe it," she said softly. She sat up slightly, the sheet pooling around her waist. "Look at us, Steven. We just shared something pretty incredible."

He didn't argue. He couldn't. He reached up, his hand cupping the back of her neck, pulling her down for a lingering kiss. It was slower this time, a languid exploration of her mouth, tasting the salt of her skin.

When he finally pulled back, Shawna was already looking at him with a glint of mischief in her eyes. She shifted, sliding her legs over his, straddling his lap. The heat of her body pressed against his, and Steven groaned, his body instantly responding to the contact.

"Round two, Steven?" she teased, her voice dropping to a husky whisper.

He looked up at her, his dark eyes seemingly darkening further. "I don't know if I can walk after that, Shawna."

"Good," she said. "Then you won’t be able to get away," Shawna said with a wink.

Shawna didn't give him time to recover. She leaned in, her lips brushing against his ear, her breath hot against his skin. "Stay right here with me," she murmured. She shifted her weight, positioning herself over him again, her hips hovering just above his. Steven groaned, his hands instinctively going to her waist, his fingers sinking into the soft, warm flesh of her hips. He watched her, the play of light across her skin, the way her dark eyes locked onto his with a hunger that matched his own.

"You're insatiable," he rasped, his voice thick with desire.

"And you're beautiful," she countered, a cheeky smile playing on her lips. “And handsome,” she said, grinning down at him.

Shawna lowered herself slowly, inch by agonizing inch, until the heat of her enveloped him again. The sensation was overwhelming, the familiar stretch and tightness that made his toes curl. When she was fully seated, she paused, rocking her hips in a small, fluid circle that made them both gasp.

"Oh god," she breathed.

Steven reached up, his hands finding her breasts, his thumbs brushing over her hardened nipples. Shawna threw her head back, a soft moan escaping her lips as she began to move. It wasn't frantic this time. She was in control, setting the pace. She rose up, her body glistening with a light sheen of sweat, then sank back down, taking him deep with every motion.

The sound of skin slapping against skin filled the quiet room, a stark contrast to the silence of a few minutes ago. It was a dirty, erotic sound, one that seemed to spur them both on. Shawna's moans grew louder, her breath coming in short, ragged gasps as she picked up the rhythm.

"Steven..." She cried out his name, her head falling forward to rest against his chest. "Yes... right there. It feels so good when you’re that deep."

He didn't just watch anymore. He thrust up to meet her, his hips working in counterpoint to her rhythm, driving deeper with each movement. The new angle made her gasp, her nails digging into his shoulders as she clung to him.

"Like that?" he managed, his voice strained.

"Yes! God, yes! Don’t stop!"

He wouldn't. He couldn't. Not with her moving above him like this, her body taking everything he had and demanding more. The city lights painted her in soft gold and shadow, and Steven somehow thought he'd never seen anything so devastatingly beautiful.

Her movements grew less controlled, more urgent. The easy rhythm gave way to something rawer, needier. “Fuck!” Shawna groaned again.

“Yeah baby, fucking take me. You’re such a good girl!” Steven said, as he spanked her. 

The force caused another groan to be released from Shawna’s mouth. She seemed to love the way he was handling her, despite her being on top.

Soon, Steven could tell she was getting close. He could feel it in the way she clenched around him, in the broken sounds falling from her lips.

"Come here," he said.

He sat up in one smooth motion, arms wrapping around her, never breaking their connection. The new position brought them chest to chest, her legs wrapped around his waist, her face buried in his neck. He could feel her heartbeat against his own, could feel every tremor running through her body.

"Steven—" His name was a whisper, a plea, a prayer.

"I've got you."

He held her close and drove into her, shallow and quick, which seemed to please Shawna even more. Steven matched the desperate rhythm she'd set. He watched her face and tried to continue pleasing her. It was all he really needed. To please Shawna.

Her arms locked around his neck, her teeth grazing his shoulder as she tried to muffle the sounds she was making.

He didn't want her to muffle them.

"Let go," he whispered against her ear. "I want to hear you."

That was all it took.

Shawna shattered with a cry that was half his name, half something wordless and raw. Her body clenched around him in waves, pulling him under with her. Steven followed a heartbeat later, burying his face in her hair as he let go completely.

For a long moment, neither of them moved. They just held each other, breathing hard, skin slick with sweat, the city lights keeping their quiet vigil outside the window.

Eventually, Shawna shifted, just enough to look at him. Her eyes were heavy-lidded, her lips still slightly parted, her hair a complete disaster.

"Wow," she whispered.

Steven laughed softly, his hands tracing lazy patterns on her back. "Yeah. Wow."

"That was—"

"Yeah."

She smiled, slow and satisfied. "We're very good at that."

"I’d say so. At least pretty good."

She swatted his shoulder weakly. "Don't be modest. It's unbecoming."

Steven pulled her closer, settling back against the pillows with her draped across his chest. "Fine. We're exceptional."

"Better."

They lay in comfortable silence, the kind that came easily after everything they'd just done. Steven's hand moved absently through her hair, untangling the strands with gentle fingers.

"I should let you sleep," he said eventually.

"Mmm." She didn't move. "Probably."

Neither of them made any effort to shift.

Steven stared at the ceiling, at the play of light and shadow, and thought about how strange this was. Forty-eight hours ago, she was a stranger in a lobby. Now she was here, in his arms, warm and real and breathing.

"Hey," Shawna said quietly.

"Yeah?"

"I'm glad you were watching me. Or looking at me. Or whatever, that first night."

He smiled in the dark. "Yeah?"

"Yeah. If you hadn’t looked, we probably wouldn’t be here." She tilted her head up to look at him. "I'd be asleep right now, alone, having no idea what I was missing."

"Instead you're exhausted and very, very satisfied."

"Arrogant."

"Confident. Remember? You said there's a difference."

She laughed, soft and warm, and settled her head back against his chest. "Go to sleep, Steven."

"In your bed?"

"It can be your bed, too. For tonight, anyway."

He liked the sound of that. More than he should.

"Okay," he said. "Tonight."

And right before they moved to fall asleep, she asked him.

“Is tonight just ‘tonight?’ Just a one time thing?”

Steven shook his head. “Not for me. Not unless you want it to be.”

Shawna couldn’t help but smile. “Good. That’s a good answer.”

The two fell asleep, his arm draped across her body. Neither had ever felt more peaceful.
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