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      The rain sounded like it was trying to claw its way through the roof of the van.

      I leaned forward in my seat, squinting at the blur of headlights and swaying palm trees as we crawled down the coastal road. The windshield wipers couldn’t keep up. My heels were off, blazer unbuttoned, hair pulled back into a bun that had given up somewhere around the fifth live shot.

      “I swear, if my bra digs into my ribs any deepers, I’m going on air topless,” I muttered.

      Mark didn’t even look away from the road. Just gave me that slow, crooked grin of his—the one that said he’d heard it all before and maybe wouldn’t mind watching if I followed through.

      “You’d spike the ratings,” he said. His voice was deep and rough, a little sleepier than usual after ten straight hours of shooting storm warnings and field stand-ups.

      “Don’t tempt me.”

      From the backseat, Layla let out a quiet laugh. “You guys always talk like this?”

      She’d stayed mostly quiet today, shadowing me with her notepad and wide eyes, only asking questions when she had to. But now, with the sky turning black at three in the afternoon and the wind rattling the windows, her voice carried a nervous edge.

      “Only when we’ve been on air for so long we forget how to act like humans,” I said, turning in my seat to glance at her.

      She looked younger than twenty-two, all doe eyes and soft curves tucked into a rain-soaked blouse. Her dark hair was pulled into a high ponytail, a few damp strands sticking to her cheeks. The light from the dashboard caught the glint of her lip gloss and the rise and fall of her chest as she clutched her phone like a lifeline.

      She was too new for this. Too green. Too pretty.

      And she had no idea what it did to me when she looked at me like that—nervous, eager, like I held the secrets of the universe between my lips.

      “We’re almost there,” Mark said, nodding toward the glowing Vacancy sign of a squat hotel just off the road. It looked like a converted motor lodge with its tile roof, stucco walls. It was one of those places where you hope the bed’s clean and the cable works.

      A gust of wind rocked the van as we pulled into the lot.

      “I don’t like the look of that sky,” he said. “This storm’s moving faster than forecasted.”

      Great. No way we’d be making it back inland tonight.

      “I’ll get us checked in,” I said, grabbing my purse and slipping my heels back on. “You two grab the gear before it floods.”

      By the time we reached the front desk, the rain was coming down sideways. My blouse clung to my back, my skirt damp around the hem. The girl behind the counter looked like she’d rather be anywhere else.

      “One room,” she said. “King bed and a sofa pull-out. Last one left.”

      I blinked. “We reserved three.”

      She shrugged. “Storm surge knocked out half the east wing. Everyone’s flooding in, literally.”

      Mark stepped in beside me, water running off his jacket.

      “We’ll take it,” he said. “Better than the van.”

      Layla hovered behind me, her cheeks flushed pink. “It’s fine,” she said quickly. “I’ll sleep on the floor. I don’t mind.”

      I turned to her, brows raised. “You’re not sleeping on the floor.”

      “I’ve done it before,” she said. “I used to camp a lot. I don’t want to be a burden.”

      A burden.

      That word shouldn’t have hit the way it did. But something about the way she said it, like she really believed it, made something shift in my chest.

      “You’re not,” I said. My voice came out softer than I intended. “We’ll make it work.”

      The room was just as underwhelming as I expected. One king-sized bed, a sagging pull-out couch still folded into an armchair, and a kitchenette with a chipped microwave.

      Mark dumped the gear near the table and pulled off his soaked hoodie, leaving only a thin black tee that clung to his chest and shoulders like a second skin. I looked away a beat too late.

      Layla was still standing by the door, dripping and uncertain, her arms wrapped around herself.

      “Bathroom’s yours first,” I said, setting my bag on the dresser. “Get out of those wet clothes.”

      She blinked. “Oh. Thanks.”

      I turned away, unzipping my skirt and kicking off my heels again, trying not to notice the way her reflection lingered in the mirror as she hesitated… and then pulled her shirt over her head.

      She thought I wasn’t watching. And maybe I shouldn’t have been.

      But she moved like she wasn’t used to being seen. Like her body was a secret even she hadn’t fully explored. Round hips, full breasts barely cupped by a soaked lace bra, skin flushed from rain and nerves.

      Then she disappeared into the bathroom, the door clicking shut behind her.

      Mark was across the room unfolding the couch, jaw tight.

      “She’s young,” he said quietly.

      I met his eyes. “I know.”

      “She’s also not blind.”

      I gave him a look. “You think she—?”

      “She’s been watching you all day.”

      That made my stomach dip. A slow, unexpected twist of heat. Because if he was right… if that was what I’d seen in her eyes…

      The door opened again, and Layla stepped out wrapped in a towel, cheeks pink, hair damp and loose around her shoulders.

      “I didn’t want to use all the hot water,” she said, glancing between us like she was intruding.

      “You’re fine,” I said, too fast. “Take the bed. You’ve had the longest day.”

      She looked down at the towel and hesitated.

      Mark crossed the room and unzipped one of his gear bags. “I’ve got extras,” he said, pulling out a bundled stack of worn tees and basketball shorts. “Didn’t think I’d be sharing, but…”

      Layla took a navy tee and a pair of drawstring shorts, holding them to her chest. “You sure?”

      “Better than damp panties,” I said, already tugging on one of the soft shirts I’d taken for myself. It hung loose around my thighs, barely covering anything.

      She grinned. “Speak for yourself.”

      Mark’s eyes flicked to me, then to her, then back again. He crossed the room and tugged at the pull-out couch, bracing a knee against the frame.

      “Damn thing’s jammed,” he muttered, yanking harder. It didn’t budge.

      He tried again. Nothing.

      “Of course it’s busted.” He let out a breath and straightened, already moving toward the closet for an extra blanket.

      “I’ll take the floor.”

      “You’re not—”

      He held up a hand. “I’m fine.”

      Layla sank onto the edge of the bed, the borrowed T-shirt just brushing the tops of her thighs. The towel was gone, discarded in a damp heap near the door. She stretched out slowly on her side, eyes flicking to me with something unreadable behind them.

      I hesitated. Mark was already settled on a spare blanket in the corner, back against the wall, arms crossed behind his head like he wasn’t paying attention. But I knew better.

      The bed dipped as I slid under the covers beside her—careful not to touch, not yet.

      Outside, the wind howled, bending palm trees sideways. The lights flickered once. Then again.

      Inside, it was quiet.

      Too quiet.

      Three bodies. One broken couch. One shared bed.

      And the wrong kinds of thoughts building behind my eyes like thunder.
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        * * *

      

      The storm got louder after sunset.

      Not just the wind, but the silence between it. Those sharp, whistling lulls that made you hold your breath, wondering what would hit next. The glass rattled. Something outside toppled and rolled, scraping along the pavement. The TV crackled through weather alerts on a loop, screen flickering every few seconds as the signal faltered.

      The room, despite its thin walls and shitty carpet, felt warmer than it should have. Probably because there wasn’t much space left between the three of us.

      Layla was curled up at the head of the king bed, long bare legs tucked beneath Mark’s oversized tee. The shirt swallowed her frame, brushing the tops of her thighs whenever she shifted. I tried not to notice how she kept readjusting—crossing and uncrossing, stretching, rolling one shoulder down like the damn thing was itching her neck.

      She had to know it wasn’t the fabric I was watching.

      I sat beside her on top of the covers, knees drawn up, fiddling with the elastic on my wrist. Mark lay back on the blanket he'd claimed by the window, one arm behind his head, shirt riding up just enough to show a strip of stomach. He looked half-asleep—until I caught the gleam in his eye.

      “I don’t get how you can be so relaxed,” I said.

      He shrugged, muscles flexing under the thin cotton. “Storms put me to sleep.”

      “Only you would find comfort in possible property damage.”

      He grinned, eyes flicking toward Layla. “She’s the one who looks nervous.”

      Layla raised her chin. “I’m fine. I’ve just never been stuck like this during a broadcast before.”

      “You get used to it,” I said. “Mildew-scented rooms, hurricane parties, bad vending machine coffee.”

      “Is this the part where you tell me your war stories?”

      I raised a brow. “Want one?”

      She nodded, biting the corner of her lip. “Yeah. I think I do.”

      I glanced at Mark. He gave me the tiniest shrug. Go on.

      “Well…” I shifted toward her, letting my legs stretch out beside hers. “There was this one time in Houston—live shot at midnight. Wind knocked my lashes halfway off mid-segment. I looked like a drunk raccoon.”

      She giggled. “And you kept going?”

      “Of course I kept going. It’s TV. You pretend nothing’s wrong, even when everything is.”

      Her gaze softened. “Is that why you always look so calm? Even when you’re not?”

      That question landed harder than I expected. I hadn’t realized how closely she’d been watching me.

      I studied her face, half-lit by the flickering TV. She was flushed from the shower, her hair still damp where it clung to her collarbone. The collar of Mark’s shirt dipped slightly, revealing just enough to make me want more.

      She held my gaze for a second longer. “So what are you feeling now?”

      I hesitated. Swallowed. “Exhausted,” I said at first. But the word felt too safe, too shallow. So I added, “And a little… exposed.”

      Mark let out a low sound from the floor—more breath than laugh. “Welcome to live news.”

      Layla’s gaze didn’t move from mine. “You don’t seem exposed. That would imply vulnerability,” she said. “You seem… in charge.”

      I raised a brow. “That a compliment?”

      She smiled. “Absolutely. It’s kind of hot.”

      That surprised me. “What is?”

      “You,” she said simply. “You take up space without apologizing. You don’t pretend to be smaller than you are.”

      There was a beat of silence—long enough to feel it. Not awkward. Just tight. Like the air between us had thickened.

      Her bare leg brushed mine under the blanket. I didn’t move. Neither did she.

      The power flickered again. The screen went black.

      Just like that, we were in the dark.

      For a second, no one said anything. All I could hear was the pulse in my throat and the rush of rain pounding the windows.

      “Do either of you…” Layla’s voice was quiet. Testing. “Ever do anything crazy during a storm?”

      Mark’s voice came from the couch, lower than before. “Define crazy.”

      “Something you wouldn’t do otherwise. You know, since you’re isolated.”

      I could hear her shifting on the mattress beside me, the faint rustle of cotton against skin. Then her fingers brushed mine under the blanket. Not by accident.

      “I mean,” she said, “if the storm kills us tonight, wouldn’t it be nice to go out having done something reckless?”

      Her hand lingered. Warm. Open.

      I swallowed hard.

      “What kind of game are you playing?” I asked, genuinely curious.

      “I didn’t say it was a game,” she whispered.

      Another pause. Long. Breathless.

      Then Mark’s voice again, steady but rough at the edges. “What are you offering, Layla?”

      She sat up straighter, her thigh now fully pressed against mine.

      “No strings,” she said. “No labels. Just… a night off the record.”

      I turned to face her. Our knees touched. Her eyes were wide but steady, no trace of teasing now—just the kind of raw curiosity that made you forget rules.

      “I’m your boss,” I said.

      “Then tell me no.”

      Silence.

      The wind howled. Somewhere outside, a transformer popped, showering sparks across the sky.

      But in that room, everything was still. Except my pulse. Except the heat in my blood.

      Mark didn’t say a word.

      Neither did I.

      Because I didn’t want to.

      The silence stretched long enough to feel threatening.

      Layla’s words still hovered in the air, soft but electric: “No strings. No labels. Just… a night off the record.”

      I didn’t know what I expected after that. Maybe for someone to laugh. To shift the energy. To say, Let’s get some sleep and forget she said that.

      But no one moved. Not even Mark.

      He was sitting now, propped against the wall near the foot of the bed, one knee bent, arms draped casually, but his eyes were sharp, fixed on me. Not her. Me.

      The storm outside cracked loud enough to shake the window. I flinched. Layla didn’t.

      She just watched me, waiting.

      Then Mark’s voice came, low and even. “What do you want, Nina?”

      I turned toward him slowly. “Excuse me?”

      “You heard me.”

      His tone wasn’t teasing. It wasn’t even challenging. Just… honest. Like he knew the question wasn’t about Layla or him or logistics. It was about me.

      What did I want?

      The question shouldn’t have rattled me the way it did.

      But the truth was—I hadn’t let myself want anything real in a long time. Not without rules, not without a filter.

      And here was Layla. Young. Curious. Looking at me like I was something she’d already decided to touch.

      My hand moved before my brain caught up.

      I reached for her, fingers hesitating for the briefest second before sliding into the loose, damp strands of her hair. It was softer than I expected. Silky. A little tangled at the ends from the towel.

      Her lips parted as my palm cupped the back of her neck.

      I could’ve stopped there. Should’ve.

      But I didn’t.

      I leaned in so slowly, and kissed her.

      Her mouth met mine without hesitation, warm and open, a soft sigh slipping between us the second our lips connected.

      It wasn’t desperate. It was careful. Like we were both trying to figure out where we ended and the other began.

      She tasted like peppermint and the faintest trace of something sweet, maybe whatever lip gloss she’d reapplied after the shower. Her lips moved against mine with this gentle, eager rhythm that sent a rush straight to my core.

      I pulled back half an inch, heart thudding. Her eyes fluttered open. Wide. Wanting.

      “Are you sure you want this?” I whispered. Stop, I told myself. She’s your intern. She’s young. You shouldn’t be doing this.

      She nodded, then reached up to touch my jaw. Her thumb brushed the corner of my mouth.

      “You’re really good at kissing.”

      

      I smiled, a little surprised. “I was nervous as hell.”

      

      “Didn’t feel like it.” The corners of her lips curled up, and she kissed me again.

      This time deeper.

      Slower.

      Our hands moved more freely now, hers brushing the curve of my waist beneath the oversized T-shirt I’d thrown on earlier, mine drifting down her bare thigh, tracing the warm, smooth skin there. She shifted closer, pressing her body against mine, her breath catching when my fingers grazed just under the hem of her shirt.

      God, she was soft. Warm. Every inch of her curved and responsive.

      I felt her shiver. Not from cold, but from nerves or anticipation or maybe just the thrill of being touched like this. I pressed my forehead to hers, breathing in her scent: clean shampoo, fabric softener, something faintly floral.

      Behind us, Mark hadn’t moved. I could feel his eyes, heavy on my skin, but not intrusive. He wasn’t part of this moment, not yet. He was giving me space to explore this… her.

      Layla exhaled softly as I eased her back onto the bed, my fingers still threading through her hair, my lips trailing kisses along her jaw, then lower, across the delicate slope of her throat. Her hands slid up my back, clutching the fabric of my shirt, pulling me closer.

      When I reached the hollow of her collarbone, she let out the quietest sound—half gasp, half moan.

      It went straight to my center.

      She was beneath me now, her legs parted just slightly, the hem of her borrowed shirt riding up to reveal the soft curve of her hip. I let my hand rest there, thumb brushing skin, waiting to see if she’d tense.

      She didn’t. She arched into my touch, eyes half-lidded, chest rising with every breath.

      I kissed her again, slower this time, and let my palm drift upward beneath the shirt. Her stomach quivered under my touch. When I brushed the underside of her breast, her breath caught, but her hips lifted just slightly, urging me on.

      I paused there, giving her time to stop me.

      She didn’t.

      She bit her bottom lip and nodded once.

      I cupped her breast fully, thumb grazing her nipple through the thin lace she still wore beneath the shirt. She whimpered into my mouth, one hand gripping my hip now, pulling me flush against her.

      The storm raged louder outside. I didn’t care.

      Everything I needed was right here—soft skin, trembling breath, her body arching under mine.

      I’d never touched a woman like this before. I’d thought about it, sure. Fantasized. Wondered.

      But this wasn’t wonder.

      This was fire.

      Somewhere between her breath on my neck and the way her thigh pressed against mine, the last thread of hesitation snapped.

      I hadn’t planned for any of this. Hadn’t even let myself imagine it beyond idle curiosity. But the way Layla touched me unraveled something deep in my core. A knot I hadn’t realized was there.

      She looked at me like I was something worth worshiping. And I didn’t want to stop her.

      Her fingers slid under my shirt, palms warm against my waist, thumbs grazing just above the band of my panties. Her lips were on my throat now, soft and searching, tracing a line just below my jaw. I let my head fall back, gave her more of me to explore.

      Behind us, I could still feel Mark’s gaze, heavy in the dark. But he didn’t interrupt. Didn’t move. He was giving us this space. Giving me this space. And somehow, that made me want him more.

      Layla’s hands trembled just slightly as she tugged my shirt higher. I helped her peel it off, baring my skin inch by inch until I was naked from the waist up, flushed and too far gone to care.

      Her eyes darkened. She leaned in and kissed the swell of my breast, slow and sensual, her lips parting to draw one nipple into her mouth. The heat of it sent a pulse between my thighs, and I gasped, fingers tangling in her hair.

      She was good. Too good for someone who’d claimed to be new to this. Or maybe it was just instinct. Maybe she was just this good at reading what I liked.

      She switched to the other side, mouth greedy now, tongue circling, teasing. I couldn’t hold back the sounds she pulled from me. Soft moans, broken gasps, each one a little louder than the last.

      When I reached for her in return, she didn’t hesitate.

      Her shirt came off fast. Her skin was warm and smooth beneath my hands, her breasts full and flushed. I kissed her there, mimicking what she’d done to me, and the way she responded. Her hips rolling and her breath catching made something twist deep inside me.

      I wanted to hear her come undone. I wanted to be the one to do it.

      My hand slid between us, down the curve of her stomach, until I found the waistband of her borrowed shorts. She arched into me when I slipped beneath, her thighs parting, her breath sharp against my ear.

      “No one’s ever touched me like this,” she whispered.

      I didn’t speak. I just kissed her again and let my fingers explore. Slow, careful strokes at first, reading her reactions, the way her body tensed and softened with each motion.

      She was already wet. And getting wetter.

      Her hips moved with me, her body clinging to mine. When I found the rhythm that made her legs start to tremble, she let out this low, desperate moan that made my whole body ache.

      I kept going. Kept giving.

      Her hand fisted the sheets. Her back arched. And when she came, it wasn’t quiet.

      It was raw. Real.

      I held her through it, pressed my mouth to her neck as she shuddered, her thighs squeezing tight around my hand. She looked wrecked and radiant all at once, skin glowing in the candlelight, hair messy and clinging to her cheeks.

      When her breathing slowed, she turned to me, kissed me hard, then eased me back onto the mattress.

      “My turn,” she said, voice low and deliciously certain.

      Her hands were surer now, her mouth trailing a hot, open-mouthed path down my body. When she reached my thighs, she paused, meeting my gaze.

      “I want to taste you,” she whispered. “Please.”

      That single word—please—broke something in me.

      “Yes,” I said. “God, yes.”

      I helped her tug my panties down my legs. Her mouth on me was heat and hunger and everything I hadn’t let myself want. Her tongue moved in slow, perfect circles, building pressure until I was shaking, clutching the sheets, hips rising to meet her.

      And when I came—loud, breathless, unraveling beneath her—I didn’t care who heard.

      I barely came down before I realized we weren’t alone anymore.

      Mark was closer now. Still clothed, but kneeling beside the bed, watching. His eyes locked on mine.

      Layla didn’t flinch.

      She shifted beside me, cheeks still flushed, lips shining. Then she turned her head toward him.

      “Why are you holding back?” she asked softly.

      He blinked, surprised by the directness.

      “I didn’t know if I should join,” he said.

      “Of course you should.”

      She touched my leg, fingers trailing upward, and I could feel her pulse echoing in my own body. My skin was still buzzing from what we’d just done, but the air between the three of us was thicker now, charged and ripe with what could happen next.

      Mark moved toward the bed. Layla rolled to her side, body still pressed against mine.

      I didn’t stop her.

      I just watched as her fingers reached for him.

      Mark climbed onto the bed, joining us. His shirt came off first, revealing that lean, hard torso I’d spent too long pretending not to notice. His jeans followed. Then he knelt between us, fully exposed now, his cock thick and obvious.

      Layla met him with no shame. No hesitation.

      She leaned in and kissed him—open, hungry, her fingers wrapping around his length. He groaned low in his throat, hand sliding over her waist, then down to cup her ass as she stroked him with steady confidence.

      I stayed still. Watching. Breath caught in my chest. My body already flushed and aching again, but my mind torn between voyeur and participant.

      It should’ve felt strange watching someone else kiss the man I’d spent years trying not to want. But it didn’t. It felt… electric.

      Layla sank back onto the bed, pulling him with her. Mark braced himself over her, eyes flicking to mine one last time as if checking to make sure I was still okay. As if we were some sort of couple. Maybe he’d always felt that attraction too. Maybe I should’ve noticed before now.

      She guided him between her legs, her thighs falling open as he settled there, thick and ready, his hand stroking her face.

      Then he pushed in, slow and deep, and her mouth dropped open in a gasp that made my toes curl.

      He moved gently at first, hips rolling, each stroke controlled, like he was memorizing her body with every thrust. Layla clutched at him, panting now, her eyes fluttering closed.

      But mine didn’t.

      I couldn’t stop watching.

      The way her body arched to meet his. The way he groaned her name. The way the bed rocked gently beneath them as he picked up pace.

      I was wet again. Throbbing.

      And I wasn’t sure which of them I wanted more.

      Layla opened her eyes and turned her head toward me.

      She was breathless, glowing, her voice little more than a whisper when she said, “Come here.”

      I moved without thinking, drawn to her like gravity, like hunger. Mark was still buried deep inside her, his hand cupping the back of her neck, his body curved over hers like they were made to fit.

      And somehow, I still belonged.

      I crawled toward them, naked and aching, the sheets warm beneath my knees. Layla reached for me with one hand, threading her fingers through mine as Mark slowed his rhythm, giving me time to join.

      I leaned down and kissed her, swallowing her gasp as Mark thrust again, slow and deep. She whimpered into my mouth, her free hand clenching against his back. Her body trembled beneath both of us—held between his strength and my touch.

      She was beautiful like this. Flushed. Open. Taken.

      I kissed down her throat, tasting sweat and desire, then lower still, tracing the swell of her breasts with my tongue. Her nipples were hard and eager beneath my mouth, her hips shifting with every motion Mark made inside her.

      I felt her body tighten between us—coiled and ready. She was close again, already, and I wanted to be the one who pushed her over.

      Mark’s breath was heavy above her, controlled but fraying.

      “Touch her,” he murmured, voice low and rough. “She’s right there.”

      My hand slid down, fingers parting her slick folds, finding her clit just as he thrust again. The combination made her cry out—raw and wild and perfect.

      I circled gently at first, then firmer, matching the rhythm of his hips, letting my breath tickle her breast as I moved in sync with them both.

      She started to shake.

      “I can’t—” she gasped, voice breaking. “It feels too good.”

      “Yes, you can,” I whispered against her skin. “Come for us.”

      Mark groaned, his pace faltering for just a moment as she clenched around him. Her back arched, legs trembling. I kept touching her, whispering her name like a prayer, until she came with a full-body shudder, head thrown back, mouth open in a silent scream.

      It was beautiful.

      She collapsed into the bed, boneless and dazed, tears at the corners of her eyes from the sheer force of it.

      But we weren’t done.

      Mark kissed her temple, then looked at me, his hand reaching out to cup the side of my face.

      “Come here,” he said.

      It was a command that sent a hot shiver down my spine.

      He eased out of Layla, gently, with care, and I slid into his arms as she curled beside us, spent but smiling. I kissed him hard, tasting her on his mouth, our bodies slick with sweat and heat.

      He pressed me down into the mattress, his mouth tracing the path Layla’s had taken earlier. I gasped when his tongue circled my nipple, arching up into his hands. He was all solid heat, muscles coiled beneath smooth skin, every inch of him focused on me now.

      I wrapped my legs around him, greedy, aching, needing.

      “Please,” I said, not sure who I was begging—him, myself, the universe.

      He slid into me with one long, perfect thrust. My head dropped back, a broken moan slipping free.

      God, he felt good. Big and hard and just rough enough to remind me how long I’d gone without this. Without him.

      He moved faster now, driving deep with every stroke. My hands clawed at his back, my nails leaving marks I knew he’d feel tomorrow. And I wanted him to. I wanted all of this to linger.

      Then I felt her.

      Layla’s mouth on my throat. Her hand sliding over my stomach. Her voice whispering things I couldn’t even understand anymore, just sounds and heat and breath and more.

      We were tangled now, three bodies moving as one. My hand found hers again, fingers lacing as I rose toward the edge, helpless against the rush building in my spine.

      Mark groaned my name into my neck.

      Layla kissed me, messy and open and breathless.

      And I shattered.

      The orgasm hit hard—like nothing I’d ever felt. Like being pulled under and kissed by fire at the same time. I came around him with a cry, hips jerking, body writhing, every nerve lit up like a fuse.

      He followed seconds later, thrusting deep, body tensing as he poured into me with a groan that sounded half broken.

      We collapsed together in a heap, trembling.

      The storm still raged outside. I could hear it now in the quiet. Rain lashing the windows. Thunder rolling overhead.

      But inside, it was just breath. Skin. Heat. Us.

      Layla curled against my side, one hand still resting over my heart. Mark’s arm draped across both of us, heavy and warm.
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        * * *

      

      It was the warmth of her leg draped over mine that woke me. Skin to skin. Familiar in a way it shouldn’t have been yet.

      Not thunder. Not the hum of returning power or the flicker of light from the lamp on the nightstand. Just the smell of sweet sex that Layla’s body was covered in.

      She was curled between us, breathing softly, her face turned toward my shoulder, lips parted. One hand rested low on my stomach, fingers splayed like she’d claimed the spot in her sleep. My shirt was nowhere to be found. Her hair clung to my skin.

      Mark was behind her, still half under the covers, one arm draped loosely across her waist, his fingertips brushing my ribs. His chest rose and fell in a slow, steady rhythm.

      I lay there caught between them, stunned by the quiet, by the fullness in my chest. We shouldn’t have done that, but I couldn’t bring myself to regret it.

      Clothes were scattered everywhere. A boot in the corner. My bra hanging off the back of the desk chair. Condoms on the nightstand, the wrapper peeled halfway open like a reminder of how far we’d let ourselves go.

      I shifted carefully, trying not to wake either of them, but Mark stirred anyway.

      His eyes opened, hazy but clear. He looked at me for a beat—really looked. And then, slowly, he smiled.

      It was small. Warm. No tension in it at all.

      No regrets.

      My stomach flipped.

      I gave him a nod and eased myself upright, limbs sore in ways I hadn’t expected. My thighs ached. My hips. Even my mouth. I found my shirt folded over the corner of the bed frame and pulled it on, heart pounding harder now that the adrenaline had faded.

      This was the part I hadn’t prepared for.

      The part after.

      The daylight.

      I padded quietly across the room, picking up pieces of clothing, tossing Mark’s shirt toward him with a look that made him smirk as he caught it midair. Layla stirred but didn’t wake. Her body stretched, then melted deeper into the mattress, hair fanning out across the pillow.

      God, she was beautiful.

      Ridiculously, ruinously beautiful.

      I shook myself and turned toward the kitchenette. The little coffeemaker was ancient, but it worked. I filled it with water, dropped in a pod from Mark’s stash, and waited for it to sputter to life. The scent of brewing coffee filled the room, grounding and familiar.

      Mark joined me a few minutes later, pants back on, hair damp from a rinse at the sink. He stood close, not touching, just quiet.

      Neither of us said anything.

      Then Layla’s soft hum drifted across the room.

      I turned.

      She was upright now, pulling on her borrowed shirt again, eyes still heavy with sleep but that lazy, satisfied smile blooming across her lips. She looked so at ease. Like none of this had broken her stride.

      She grabbed the second cup of coffee before it finished pouring and took a sip, grinning at me over the rim.

      “You always make it that strong?” she asked, voice husky from sleep.

      “Only when I’ve had… a long night.”

      Her grin widened. “Fair.”

      I should’ve looked away. Should’ve focused on my coffee or the weather report or literally anything else. But I didn’t. I couldn’t.

      Her legs were bare again beneath that oversized shirt. Long. Smooth. A bruise blooming near her hip from where Mark’s hand had gripped her too hard. I flushed just looking at it.

      And she caught me.

      She set the mug down and leaned against the counter beside me, eyes sharp now. Soft, but sharp.

      “So…” she said slowly, “are we pretending that didn’t happen?”

      I didn’t answer right away. I looked at Mark. He met my gaze and raised an eyebrow, waiting.

      Then I turned back to her.

      “I don’t think I can,” I said, voice quiet but steady.

      The room didn’t feel big enough anymore. Like it couldn’t hold the weight of what we weren’t saying.

      Mark stood near the door, camera bag slung over his shoulder, his shirt still half-wrung from the bathroom sink. His hair was wet at the ends, curling at his temples. He looked steady, as always. But quieter than usual. Thoughtful.

      Layla was pulling on her shorts, shirt still unbuttoned, her bare stomach flashing every time she bent to grab something off the floor. She was humming again—something soft, aimless. Her mood felt effortless. Like she’d slept well and woken up glowing. Like last night hadn’t made her nervous at all.

      I wished I could say the same.

      I was dressed again, makeup minimal, the ghost of a bruise just above my collarbone where someone’s mouth had been. I didn’t cover it.

      We moved around each other in the way you do in cramped spaces, brushing arms, handing off items without looking. But every time Layla’s fingers touched mine, or Mark’s shoulder grazed my back, I felt it like a jolt. Like my skin hadn’t stopped remembering.

      The storm was gone. The sun was out now, and with the curtains drawn open, everything looked too sharp, too bright.

      I slipped on my blazer and turned toward the door, checking my phone which was finally charged, finally buzzing with news alerts and missed calls. The world hadn’t stopped while we were tucked away in this room. Of course it hadn’t.

      Mark adjusted the strap on his bag. His eyes met mine across the room. Something silent passed between us. I didn’t know what it meant yet. I just knew it mattered.

      Then Layla, never one to let the silence stretch too long, tilted her head and smirked.

      “You didn’t accidentally hit record last night, did you?”

      Mark raised an eyebrow. “No.”

      He waited just a beat longer then added, “But I wish I had.”

      Then Layla laughed, low and sultry, like she already knew the answer and just wanted to hear him say it.

      My cheeks flushed. Not from shame. From memory.

      From the way he’d moved inside her while she kissed me. From the sound of her voice when she came. From the way they both looked at me when I came apart beneath them.

      God.

      I opened the door. The hallway outside was still damp, the carpet smelling faintly of mildew and bleach. But the air was fresh. Blue sky peeked through palm fronds outside the lobby window, the aftermath of chaos always somehow more beautiful than the build-up.

      We stepped out into the brightness together.

      No one said what this meant. What would happen next. Whether this was a one-time storm thing or the start of something else entirely.

      But I glanced at Mark as we reached the van. He caught my eye, gave me a look that wasn’t a question or an apology, just a thread. A promise, maybe.

      Layla bumped her shoulder into mine and grinned.

      Whatever this was, something had shifted.

      I only hoped it was for the better.
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