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Chapter 1 — High Water Mark

The road to the farm had always been a liar. It promised you the sea long before you could smell it, winding through second-growth fir and alder until the air turned briny and the light went silver. I drove it with the windows down, one hand on the wheel, the other resting on the gearshift like it might bite me if I let go. Five years was long enough for the potholes to multiply. Long enough for the blackberry to swallow the shoulder. Long enough for me to forget exactly how the light hit the water at the end of the dock when the tide was turning.

I hadn’t forgotten the rest.

The house appeared first, gray-shingled and sagging a little more than I remembered, the porch railings bleached to bone. My mother’s wind chimes were still there, though the shells had been replaced with beer caps someone had drilled and strung. The truck parked beside the shed was new—newer than anything that had lived here when I was a kid. Matte black, dusted with salt, the kind of vehicle that said the person driving it didn’t care about resale value. I pulled in behind it anyway, killed the engine, and sat with the tick of cooling metal and the distant slap of water against pilings.

He was already on the dock.

I saw him before he saw me. Or maybe he saw me first and decided not to turn. Jonah Riley stood at the far end where the floating section began, bent over a stack of oyster bags, the line of his shoulders unmistakable even from fifty yards. Six-one, maybe six-two when he wasn’t trying to make himself smaller. Sandy hair that never quite stayed behind his ears. He wore a faded gray henley pushed to the elbows and waders that made him look like he belonged to the water more than the land. The tide was out. The mudflats stretched away on either side, gleaming, and the gulls were loud.

My stomach did the same slow, sick roll it had done the last time I saw him.

Five years ago we hadn’t spoken for the first twelve hours either. We’d met in a bar in Newport because I was drinking alone and he looked like he knew how to keep his mouth shut. We’d left together because the way he watched me drink told me he already knew what I wanted and wasn’t going to make me ask twice. Forty-eight hours later I’d left his rental with my thighs sticky and my throat raw and an ache between my legs that felt like it might never close. I told myself on the drive back to DC that it was just a weekend. I told myself for five years.

The oyster farm had been failing when I left. Now the longlines were straight, the floats bright, the sorting table under its new tarp. Someone had money. Someone had been careful. I got out of the car and the smell hit me—mud and salt and the sweet-rot of spent shells—and underneath it, diesel and the faint chemical bite of whatever he used to treat the lines. I walked down the gravel path to the dock without calling out. My boots made no sound on the boards. He didn’t turn until I was ten feet away.

When he did, the look on his face was not surprise.

It was something quieter. Recognition, yes, but also a kind of settling, like a man who had been waiting for a particular wave and finally felt it lift the hull. His eyes were the same washed-out blue-gray they’d been that weekend, the color of the water when the sky was overcast. He had new lines at the corners of his mouth. A scar I didn’t remember on the back of his left hand. He straightened slowly, wiping his palms on the thighs of his waders, and for a moment neither of us moved.

The wind came up off the water and lifted the hem of my jacket. I was wearing city clothes—dark jeans, a sweater that had cost too much, boots that would be ruined by the mud before the week was out. I’d known I was coming home. I hadn’t dressed for it.

“Mira,” he said.

My name in his mouth sounded exactly like it had five years ago. Low. Careful. Like he was tasting it.

“Jonah.”

He nodded once, as if that settled something, and went back to the oyster bags. I stood there like an idiot for another thirty seconds before I turned and walked back up the dock. The house key was still under the third porch step where my father had always left it. The lock stuck. When I finally got the door open the air inside smelled like cedar and old paper and the ghost of my mother’s cigarettes. I dropped my bag on the kitchen table and stood with my hands braced on the Formica, breathing.

He had bought the farm.

I didn’t know how I knew. I just did. The new truck. The straight longlines. The way he’d looked at me—not like a man seeing a ghost, but like a man seeing a promise he’d made to himself finally walk up the path. Three years, the lawyer had said on the phone. The sale had gone through three years ago. My brother had signed without telling me. The money had been enough to keep my father in the care facility another eighteen months. I’d signed the papers in a DC coffee shop between meetings about allowable bycatch levels in the Atlantic scallop fishery and tried not to think about who might be walking the dock now.

I went upstairs. My old room was exactly as I’d left it except someone had washed the sheets and put a glass of water on the nightstand. The bed was made with the blue quilt my grandmother had pieced. I sat on the edge and looked out the window at the dock.

Jonah was still there, moving between the bags with the unhurried competence of a man who had done this a thousand times. He didn’t look up at the house. I watched him anyway. The henley clung when he bent. The waders rode low on his hips. I remembered the weight of his hand on the back of my neck the first time he’d pushed my face into the pillow. I remembered the sound he’d made when I’d asked—voice shaking—for what I’d never asked anyone else. I remembered the way he’d held me after, the slow drag of his palm down my spine, the way he’d said my name like it was the only word he trusted himself with.

I pressed the heel of my hand between my legs and hated myself for it.

The tide was coming in. I could hear it under the boards, the soft rush and suck of water finding its way back. By nightfall the dock would be floating again. By morning the mud would be gone and the gulls would be replaced by the smaller shorebirds that picked at the edges. I had come home for the funeral and stayed for the will and left again before the first storm of fall could pin me here. This time there was no funeral. There was only the farm and the man who had bought it and the question I had been pretending not to ask for five years.

I unpacked because it was something to do. Jeans. Sweaters. The one dress I’d brought even though I knew I wouldn’t wear it. The leather journal I used for field notes that had somehow become a place I wrote things I didn’t want anyone to read. I put the journal in the drawer of the nightstand and went back downstairs.

There was coffee in the pot. Still warm. I poured a cup and took it onto the porch. The boards creaked under my weight. Jonah had moved to the sorting table now, a cigarette between his lips, the smoke curling up into the salt air. He didn’t smoke when I’d known him. Or maybe he had and I just hadn’t noticed because we’d spent most of those forty-eight hours naked and horizontal and too busy to care about lungs.

He looked up once. Our eyes met across the gravel and the mud and the thirty yards of water that would soon cover it all. He didn’t wave. I didn’t either. But something passed between us anyway, the same electric thread that had pulled me out of that Newport bar and into his truck and then into his bed. I felt it in my chest, in the low pull of my belly, in the sudden awareness of my own pulse.

I went back inside before I could do something stupid like walk down there and ask him why.

The kitchen was small and familiar. The same chipped mugs. The same drawer that stuck. I made myself a sandwich I didn’t taste and ate it standing at the counter, watching the light change on the water through the window over the sink. When the sun started to go down I turned on the lamp in the living room and sat with one of my father’s old books on my lap, not reading. Every time a board creaked outside I thought it might be him coming up the path. Every time it wasn’t, the disappointment tasted like copper.

At full dark I heard the truck start. The headlights swept across the front of the house and then away down the road. I sat in the dark for a long time after that, listening to the tide come all the way in, the float section of the dock rising and falling with the rhythm of something breathing. I thought about the weekend. Not the sex—though that was there, vivid and specific, the way his fingers had felt inside me, the way he’d told me exactly what he was going to do before he did it—but the quiet parts. The way he’d made breakfast without asking what I wanted. The way he’d let me take the shower first and hadn’t complained when I used all the hot water. The way he’d looked at me across the table the second morning like he already knew I was going to leave and was memorizing me anyway.

I went to bed with the window open. The salt air came in and so did the sound of the water. I lay on my back with my hands at my sides and tried not to think about the fact that Jonah Riley had been keeping this place alive for three years on the chance I might come back. Tried not to think about what he might ask for if I stayed. Tried not to remember the way my body had answered him five years ago, the way it still wanted to answer now.

Sleep took a long time. When it came, it brought dreams of low tide and the smell of his skin and the sound of my own voice asking for things I had never said out loud to anyone else.

In the morning the coffee was already made again. There was a note on the counter in a hand I didn’t recognize but somehow knew was his.

Back before dark. Don’t touch the longlines if you go down. They’re not all tied yet.

I folded the note and put it in my pocket. Outside, the tide was out again. The mudflats were back, gray and glistening. Jonah’s truck was gone. I stood on the porch in my father’s old flannel and watched the gulls wheel over the water and wondered how long a man could wait for a woman who had already decided she wasn’t coming back.

The answer, apparently, was three years and counting.

I drank the coffee. It was good—strong, a little bitter, the way he’d made it that weekend when he’d brought me a mug in bed and watched me drink it before he’d pulled the sheet down and put his mouth on me. I set the cup down harder than I meant to. The sound echoed in the empty kitchen.

I was not going to do this again.

I was not going to let five years of carefully constructed distance collapse because a man with weather-cracked hands and a quiet voice had decided to buy my family’s failing farm and wait. I had a life in DC. I had a job that mattered. I had spent five years convincing myself that what happened between us was an anomaly, a fever dream brought on by grief and too much whiskey and the particular magic of two people who had both been looking for something they couldn’t name.

The tide was coming in again. I could see the line of it creeping across the mud, silver and inevitable. By afternoon the dock would be floating. By evening the water would be deep enough to dive from the end if you didn’t mind the cold. I had done it once, that weekend, naked and laughing, and he had followed me in and caught me around the waist and kissed me with salt on both our mouths.

I went inside before the memory could finish.

The house was too quiet. I turned on the radio in the kitchen—old country, the kind my father had liked—and let it fill the space. I cleaned because it was something to do. Wiped the counters. Swept the floor. Found a stack of mail on the sideboard addressed to J. Riley and didn’t open it. When the light started to go I made another sandwich and took it onto the porch.

His truck came back just before full dark. I heard it before I saw the headlights. He parked in the same spot, killed the engine, and sat for a minute with his hands on the wheel. I could see the shape of him through the windshield, the way his head tipped back against the seat. Then he got out and walked toward the house like a man who had done this walk a thousand times and knew exactly where each board would creak.

He stopped at the bottom of the porch steps. Looked up at me. The light from the kitchen window caught the side of his face, the line of his jaw, the new scar on his hand when he lifted it to push his hair back.

“You eat?” he asked.

I had. The sandwich was half-finished on the plate beside me. I didn’t say that.

“Coffee’s on the stove,” I said instead.

He nodded. Climbed the steps. The boards protested under his weight the way they always had. He passed close enough that I could smell diesel and salt and the faint clean scent of whatever soap he used. He went inside without looking back. I stayed on the porch until the coffee had time to pour, until I heard the screen door open again and the creak of him settling into one of the Adirondack chairs at the far end.

We sat like that for a long time, the length of the porch between us, the tide coming in under the boards, the radio playing low through the open kitchen window. Neither of us spoke. The silence wasn’t comfortable. It wasn’t uncomfortable either. It was just there, the same way the water was there, the same way the farm was there, the same way the five years between us were there.

When the coffee was gone he stood. I didn’t turn. I heard him set the mug on the railing, heard the soft scuff of his boots on the boards, heard him pause at the top of the steps.

“Lock the door if you’re staying,” he said.

Then he was gone, the truck starting, the headlights sweeping away. I sat in the dark until the tide was all the way in and the float section of the dock was rising and falling like something alive. I thought about locking the door. I thought about leaving it open. In the end I did neither. I went inside, left the door unlocked, and went to bed with the window open and the sound of the water coming through it like a promise I wasn’t ready to hear.

In the morning the coffee was already made. There was no note. The longlines were still not all tied. I stood at the sink and watched the tide go out again and wondered how many mornings like this it would take before one of us said something that mattered.

I already knew the answer.

It would take exactly as many as it took for me to stop pretending I hadn’t come back for him.






Chapter 2 — Low Water

The tide was out when I woke. I could tell by the quality of the light coming through the window and the absence of the float section’s gentle rocking under the house. Low tide always made the farm feel larger, the mudflats stretching away like a second, gray horizon. I lay still for a minute, listening. No truck engine. No footsteps on the porch. Just the gulls and the distant, rhythmic scrape of a rake against shell.

I dressed in what I had that could survive mud: an old pair of jeans I’d left behind years ago, a faded flannel that still smelled faintly of cedar from the closet, and the rubber boots I found by the back door. They were too big. Jonah’s, probably. The thought of my feet inside something that had held his made my stomach tighten in a way I refused to examine.

The coffee was already made. I poured a cup and carried it down the path to the sorting shed. The structure was the same weathered cedar it had always been, but the roof had been replaced and the sorting table inside was new—stainless steel, the kind that didn’t rust in the salt air. Someone had installed better lighting, too. LED strips along the rafters. The whole place looked like it could pass a health inspection, which was more than I could have said for the last decade of my father’s management.

I set the coffee on the edge of the table and ran my hand along the cool metal. Five years ago this table had been warped plywood, stained dark with oyster liquor and blood from the occasional cut. Now it gleamed. The bags stacked along the back wall were labeled with dates and lot numbers. The scales were calibrated. Even the gloves hanging from their pegs looked new.

He’d been busy.

I was still standing there when the door opened behind me. I didn’t turn. The air shifted, carrying the smell of him—salt, diesel, and that clean, sharp soap he’d used the weekend we spent together. My body remembered before my mind caught up. The back of my neck prickled. My thighs pressed together without permission.

“You don’t have to stay inside,” Jonah said. His voice was the same low rasp it had been on the dock yesterday. “The lines need checking. You know how.”

I did know how. I’d grown up walking these lines, checking for weak spots in the rope, making sure the floats were properly spaced, pulling the occasional starfish that had found its way onto an oyster bag. I nodded without looking at him and picked up a pair of gloves.

We walked out together in silence. The mud sucked at my boots with every step. Jonah moved ahead of me, his longer legs eating up the distance to the first longline. I watched the way his shoulders shifted under the henley, the way his waders rode low on his hips. Five years had added a little more muscle to his back, a little more weight to the way he carried himself. He still moved like a man who trusted the water to hold him.

The first line was heavy with oysters. I reached for the rope, testing the tension, and felt him step in behind me to do the same. His arm brushed mine. The contact was brief, accidental, but it sent heat straight between my legs. I kept my eyes on the line. He didn’t move away immediately.

“You’re stronger than you used to be,” he said quietly.

I didn’t answer. I pulled the next section toward me, checking the knots. My hands were steady. My pulse was not. Every time I bent to inspect a bag, I felt his gaze on the curve of my spine, the flare of my hips in the too-big jeans. I remembered the way he’d looked at me that weekend when I’d stripped out of my clothes on his rental’s back deck, the way his eyes had gone dark and hungry and then soft with something I hadn’t wanted to name.

We worked in silence for an hour. The sun climbed. The mud warmed. Gulls wheeled overhead, screaming at each other over scraps. Jonah showed me the new system he’d installed for rotating the bags—nothing dramatic, just better organization, a map on a clipboard that told him which lines had been flipped last week. It was the kind of small, careful improvement that said he planned to be here for a long time.

I hated how much I liked it.

At the end of the third line I straightened and wiped my forehead with the back of my wrist. Jonah was watching me. Not the way a stranger watches. The way a man watches a woman he has already had, already known in the most intimate ways possible, and is trying to decide whether he gets to have her again.

“Why are you here, Mira?” he asked.

The question landed like a stone in still water. I looked at him, really looked, for the first time since the dock. His eyes were the same washed gray they’d been the morning I left, when he’d stood in the doorway of his rental with a mug of coffee and hadn’t asked me to stay.

“My father died,” I said. “The farm was part of the estate. I came to see what was left.”

He nodded once, as if that was answer enough. It wasn’t. We both knew it.

We moved to the next line. This one was newer, the rope still bright against the dark water. I could see where he’d replaced the pilings, reinforced the cross-bracing. The whole operation felt solid in a way it never had when I was a kid.

“You did all this,” I said.

“It needed doing.”

“With what money?”

He didn’t answer. Just kept working, his hands moving with that same unhurried competence. I watched the tendons in his wrists, the way the scar on his left hand pulled when he gripped the rope. I remembered tracing that same hand with my tongue five years ago, the way he’d groaned when I’d taken two of his fingers into my mouth and sucked.

Heat flooded my face. I turned away before he could see it.

By midday the tide had started its slow return. We headed back to the sorting shed. Jonah made sandwiches without asking what I wanted—thick slices of bread, sharp cheddar, tomato from the garden he must have planted behind the shed. He handed me one and we ate standing at the table, the radio playing low in the background. The same old country station my father had liked. I wondered if Jonah had changed it or if he liked it too.

“You still take it black,” he said, nodding at my coffee.

“You remembered.”

He didn’t smile, but something shifted in his eyes. “I remember most things about that weekend.”

The words hung between us. I set my sandwich down. My hands were shaking. I pressed them flat against the stainless steel to hide it.

“Jonah—”

“Don’t,” he said, gentle. “Not yet.”

We finished eating in silence. When the last bite was gone he gathered the plates and washed them at the sink in the corner. I watched the muscles in his back move under the thin fabric of his shirt. I remembered the way those muscles had felt under my palms when he’d held me down, the way he’d pressed his forehead to mine and told me exactly what he was going to do to me, how he was going to make me come, how he was going to mark me so I’d feel it for days.

I pressed my thighs together again. The seam of the jeans rubbed against me in a way that was almost too much. I bit the inside of my cheek and tried to think about oyster counts and salinity levels and anything except the way Jonah Riley had once made me beg.

He turned from the sink. Our eyes met. He knew. I could see it in the slight flare of his nostrils, the way his gaze dropped to my mouth and then lower, to the way my chest rose and fell too fast.

“I have to run into town,” he said. “Parts for the winch. You want anything?”

I shook my head. He nodded, grabbed his keys, and left. The door closed behind him with a soft click that sounded final.

I stood in the empty shed for a long time after the truck engine faded. Then I walked down to the house at the end of the dock—the small one he’d been living in, I realized. It was closer to the water than the main house, built on pilings like everything else. The door was unlocked. I told myself I was just looking. Just seeing what three years of his care had done to the place.

Inside it smelled like him. Clean laundry and coffee and the faint mineral scent of the water that seeped up between the boards at high tide. The main room was simple: a couch, a woodstove, a table covered in charts and tide tables. On the shelf above the stove sat a small wooden box I recognized.

My breath caught.

It was the box from the weekend. The one he’d kept his things in—the soft rope, the leather cuffs, the small glass bottle of oil he’d used to ease the way when he’d pushed inside me for the first time. I hadn’t let myself think about that bottle in five years. The way it had felt when he’d worked me open with his fingers, then his cock, then the slow, deliberate press of something else, something warm and liquid and his.

I reached for the box with shaking hands. It wasn’t locked. Inside, everything was exactly as I remembered. The rope still smelled faintly of the sea. The cuffs were worn at the edges from use. And beneath them, folded carefully, was the shirt I’d been wearing the night we met. The one I’d left behind because it had his come on it and I hadn’t wanted to explain it to a dry cleaner.

He’d kept it.

I closed the box and put it back on the shelf. My heart was hammering. Between my legs I was wet and aching, the kind of need that five years of careful denial had only sharpened. I walked back to the main house on unsteady legs, climbed the stairs to my old room, and closed the door behind me.

The bed was still made. I didn’t bother with the quilt. I lay on my back, unbuttoned the jeans, and slid my hand inside. My fingers found slick heat immediately. I was soaked. I circled my clit once, twice, and had to bite my lip to keep from moaning out loud. The memory of Jonah’s voice—low, commanding, telling me to open for him, to take what he gave me—played behind my eyes. I remembered the way he’d held my hips still while he used his mouth, the way he’d looked up at me with my thighs around his ears and said, “That’s it. Let me have it.”

I came fast and hard, my free hand fisted in the sheets, my body bowing off the mattress. The orgasm left me shaking and empty and more confused than before.

I lay there afterward, staring at the ceiling, listening to the tide come in under the house. The float section began its gentle rocking. Somewhere down the road Jonah’s truck would return. He would park in his spot and walk up the path and look at me with those gray eyes that saw too much.

I didn’t know what I was going to do when he did.

But I knew I wasn’t leaving tomorrow.






Chapter 3 — Slack Water

The coffee was already made when I came downstairs, but the pot was still hot and there were two mugs on the counter instead of one. Jonah stood at the sink with his back to me, rinsing a knife under the tap, the muscles in his forearms shifting under skin that had spent too many years in salt and sun. He didn’t turn when the floorboard creaked under my sock feet.

“You’re up early,” he said.

“Couldn’t sleep.”

He nodded like that was the only answer he needed and set the knife in the drying rack. When he finally looked at me his eyes went straight to my mouth and stayed there a second too long before he reached for his own mug. The shirt he wore was the same faded gray henley from yesterday, the one that clung when he bent and rode up just enough at the back to show a strip of skin above his waistband. I looked away before he could catch me looking.

We drank standing on opposite sides of the kitchen like two people who had already decided the table was too small for both of us. The radio played low—some old Willie Nelson song my father had liked—and the tide was out again, the mudflats shining gray through the window over the sink. I could see the longlines from here, the dark ropes stretched between their floats, the oyster bags hanging like strange fruit just beneath the surface at the lowest point of the cycle.

“I checked the first three lines already,” he said after a while. “The new winch is still sticking. Thought I’d take the skiff out after breakfast and see if I can get at the motor from the water side.”

“I can help.”

The words came out before I could stop them. Jonah’s eyebrows lifted, just a fraction, the only sign he gave that the offer surprised him. He took a slow sip of coffee, eyes never leaving mine.

“You remember how to run the outboard?”

“I remember how to hold a flashlight and hand you tools.”

That almost earned me a smile. The corner of his mouth twitched, there and gone, and something low in my belly answered the movement like it had been waiting for permission. I set my mug down harder than I meant to. The sound echoed between us.

“All right,” he said. “Meet me at the skiff in twenty.”

He left first, the screen door slapping shut behind him. I stood at the counter a long time after, watching the steam rise from his half-finished coffee, trying to decide if I was doing this because I wanted to know why he had bought the farm or because I wanted to be close enough to smell the salt on his skin again.

The answer was probably both.

The skiff was tied at the end of the dock where the float section met the fixed pilings. Jonah had already loaded the tool bag and a coil of new line. He stood in the stern with one hand on the tiller, the other braced on the gunwale, watching me pick my way across the boards in the too-big rubber boots. The tide was dead low, the water barely lapping at the mud, and the air smelled like low-tide rot and diesel and the faint sweet edge of whatever he used on his hands to keep the cracks from bleeding.

I climbed in without asking for help. The boat rocked under my weight and Jonah’s hand came out automatically to steady my elbow. The contact lasted half a second, his thumb pressing into the soft inside of my arm, and every nerve in my body lit up like he had touched bare skin instead of flannel. He let go as soon as I was seated, but the heat stayed.

He started the outboard on the second pull. The motor coughed blue smoke and settled into a low growl that vibrated up through the hull and into my thighs. Jonah guided us out along the first longline, one hand on the tiller, the other resting on his thigh, fingers loose. I watched the way the tendons moved in his wrist when he adjusted the throttle. I remembered those same fingers inside me five years ago, the way he had worked me open slow and deliberate, the way he had watched my face the whole time like he was memorizing every flicker of expression.

“You’re quiet,” he said over the motor.

“Thinking.”

“About the farm?”

“About why you bought it.”

The words hung between us like the gulls circling overhead. Jonah didn’t answer right away. He cut the motor and let the skiff drift alongside the line, then reached for the rope with both hands and pulled us in close enough to work. The water slapped softly against the aluminum hull. Somewhere below us an oyster bag shifted and clicked against its neighbor.

“It was for sale,” he said finally. “Your brother wanted out. The price was right.”

“That’s not an answer.”

He looked at me then, really looked, the gray of his eyes the same color as the water at the edge of the mudflat. “You want the real answer, Mira, or the one that lets you keep pretending this is just about business?”

My throat went tight. I looked down at the rope in my hands, at the way the knots had been tied with the same careful tension he had used on my wrists that weekend. The memory hit hard and sudden—the soft give of the rope, the way he had checked the circulation with his thumb against my pulse, the low sound he had made when I tested the restraint and found I couldn’t move.

“I don’t know what I want,” I said, and it was the truest thing I had said since I arrived.

Jonah nodded like he had expected that. He handed me the flashlight and dropped over the side into the knee-deep water, boots sinking into the mud with a wet suck. I leaned over the gunwale and aimed the beam where he pointed, watching the way his shoulders worked as he reached under the float to get at the winch motor. Water had gotten into the housing. He muttered something low and filthy under his breath and I felt it between my legs like he had spoken directly against my skin.

We worked like that for an hour, me handing tools, him swearing softly when a bolt stripped, the sun climbing and the tide beginning its slow return. Every time he straightened to pass something back to me our fingers brushed. Every time the skiff rocked I remembered the way he had moved over me that weekend, the controlled weight of him, the way he had pinned my hips with one hand and told me to stay still while he took his time.

By the time he climbed back into the boat his shirt was soaked through at the chest and the front of his waders were streaked with mud. He smelled like salt and metal and the particular musk of a man who had been working hard in the sun. I wanted to put my mouth on the hollow of his throat and taste it. I wanted to push him back against the thwart and ask him to tell me exactly what he had been thinking about for the last three years while he waited for me to come home.

Instead I handed him a towel from the bag and watched him dry his hands with the same deliberate care he had used on everything else.

“You kept the box,” I said.

The words came out smaller than I meant them. Jonah went very still, the towel paused between his palms. For a long moment the only sound was the water against the hull and the distant cry of a heron somewhere up the inlet.

“I kept everything,” he said quietly. “Figured if you ever came back you’d want to know I hadn’t thrown it away.”

“Why would I want to know that?”

He looked at me then, and the heat in his eyes was the same heat I had seen the morning I left, when he had stood in the doorway of his rental with a mug of coffee and hadn’t asked me to stay. “Because you left it with me. Because you trusted me with it. Because I wanted you to have a reason to come back and ask for it again.”

The skiff rocked under us. The tide was coming in faster now, the water rising around the pilings, the float section of the dock beginning to lift. I could feel the pull of it in my own body, the same slow, inexorable draw I had felt the first night I met him, when he had looked at me across a bar and known exactly what I needed without me having to say the words.

“I can’t do this again,” I said.

“I’m not asking you to.”

“Then what are you asking?”

Jonah started the motor again. The vibration traveled up through the seat and into the place where I was already wet and aching. He guided us back toward the dock in silence, one hand on the tiller, the other resting on the gunwale inches from my knee. When we reached the float he killed the engine and looked at me across the narrowing space between us.

“I’m asking you to stay long enough to figure out what you actually want,” he said. “And when you know, I’m asking you to tell me. No more running. No more pretending the weekend never happened.”

He climbed out first and offered his hand. I took it. His fingers closed around mine with the same careful strength he had used on the rope, and for a moment we stood there on the rocking float, the water rising around us, the sun warm on our faces, and I thought about what it would cost me to let go.

I didn’t let go.

We walked back up the dock together, boots squelching, the distance between our shoulders the same distance it had been five years ago when we had left that bar and walked to his truck without speaking. At the end of the boards he stopped and turned to face me. The house loomed behind him, gray and familiar, the wind chimes made of beer caps clinking softly in the breeze.

“There’s stew on the stove in my place,” he said. “If you’re hungry later.”

“I might be.”

He nodded once, the same small movement he had used on the dock the first day, and walked away toward the smaller house at the end of the pilings. I watched him go, the set of his shoulders, the way his wet shirt clung to the line of his back, and felt the tide rising inside me the same way it was rising around the dock.

By afternoon the water was deep enough to dive from the end. I stood on the float in my father’s old flannel and watched the gulls wheel and thought about the box on his shelf, the rope inside it, the way he had looked at me when he said he had kept everything. The memory of that weekend was no longer a single sharp image. It was a slow unfurling—the way he had made me ask with my body before he ever made me ask with my voice, the way he had held me after, the slow drag of his palm down my spine while I shook apart in his arms.

I went back to the main house and tried to work on the laptop I had brought, answering emails about bycatch regulations and sustainable harvest quotas, but every line of text blurred into the image of Jonah’s hands on the rope, Jonah’s eyes on my mouth, Jonah’s voice telling me he had waited three years for me to come back and ask.

At dusk I walked down the dock again. The float section rose and fell with the swell, gentle as breathing. Jonah’s house was lit from inside, warm yellow light spilling across the boards. I stood outside for a long time, listening to the water, before I knocked.

He opened the door in the same clothes he had worn all day, the henley pushed to his elbows, a wooden spoon in one hand. The smell of stew and fresh bread came out with him. For a moment neither of us spoke. Then he stepped back and held the door wider.

“Come in,” he said.

I did.

The house was small and clean and smelled like him. The box was still on the shelf above the stove, exactly where I had left it. Jonah set two bowls on the table and poured us each a glass of water without asking if I wanted anything else. We ate sitting across from each other, the only sounds the scrape of spoons and the tide moving under the boards and the occasional soft creak of the pilings settling.

“You fixed the winch,” I said after a while.

“For now.”

“You’re good at fixing things.”

He looked at me over the rim of his glass. “Some things take longer than others.”

The words landed low in my belly. I set my spoon down and met his eyes across the table, the same table where he had once spread me out and used his mouth until I forgot my own name. The memory was so vivid I could feel the wood under my back, the way his hands had held my thighs open, the low sound he had made when I finally let go and gave him what he wanted.

“Jonah.”

“Yeah.”

“I’m not ready to ask yet.”

He reached across the table and covered my hand with his. His palm was warm and rough and exactly the right size. “I know.”

We finished the meal in silence that was no longer uncomfortable. When the bowls were empty he cleared them without comment and I stood at the window watching the last light fade from the water. The box on the shelf seemed to pulse with its own quiet gravity. I could feel it pulling at me, the same way the tide pulled at the pilings, the same way five years of careful denial had finally pulled me back to this place.

When I turned around Jonah was watching me from the other side of the small room, the wooden spoon still in his hand, the look in his eyes the same look he had given me the morning I left—patient, hungry, willing to wait as long as it took.

“Lock the door if you’re staying,” he said, the same words he had used the first night.

I walked to the door. My hand rested on the knob for a long moment. Then I turned the lock and heard it click into place like the closing of a circuit that had been open for five years.

“I’m staying,” I said.

Jonah set the spoon down. The sound was soft but final. He crossed the room in three steps and stopped just close enough that I could feel the heat of him through my clothes. His hand came up and hovered an inch from my cheek, not touching, waiting.

“Tell me when you’re ready,” he said. “I’ll be here.”

I leaned into the almost-touch, letting my cheek brush the side of his thumb. The contact was barely there, but it sent heat straight down my spine and between my legs where I was already slick and aching. Jonah’s breath caught. His other hand came up to rest on the doorframe above my head, caging me without trapping me, the same way he had caged me that weekend with his body and his voice and the slow, deliberate way he had taken me apart.

“I remember everything,” I whispered.

“Good.”

He didn’t kiss me. He didn’t need to. The promise of it was enough to keep me awake long after I walked back to the main house, long after the tide came all the way in and the float section began its gentle rocking under my old room. I lay on the blue quilt with my hand between my legs and let myself remember the way he had looked at me across that bar five years ago, the way he had known what I wanted before I could say it, the way he had given it to me until I couldn’t imagine wanting anything else.

In the morning the coffee was already made. There was no note. But when I walked down to the dock Jonah was already there, waiting, the gray of his eyes the same color as the water at slack tide, the moment between the outgoing and the incoming when everything is perfectly, impossibly still.






Chapter 4 — Slack Tide

I didn’t ask what he was doing waiting at the dock. I already knew. The same thing I was doing walking toward him: pretending this was something we’d planned, something two adults who’d spent one weekend together five years ago and then stopped speaking might naturally do.

“Morning,” Jonah said. His voice was gravel-edged from sleep, or maybe from standing out here in the salt air since before light. He held out a thermos. “Coffee.”

“Thank you.” I took it, our fingers brushing. The thermos was warm, the metal smooth against my palm. I unscrewed the cap and smelled the coffee — strong, dark, exactly the way I liked it. Exactly the way he’d made it five years ago, in a borrowed apartment with a view of the Columbia River.

“You remember,” I said, not a question.

“Some things you don’t forget.”

We stood there, watching the water. The tide was coming in, slow and relentless, filling the estuary with the same cold Pacific water that would later pull back out. The oyster beds were just visible beneath the surface, the floats that marked them bobbing gently. The farm looked healthy. More than healthy — thriving. The floats were new, the lines taut, the buoys freshly painted. Nothing like the overgrown, half-sinking mess I’d expected to find when my mother called to say they were thinking of selling.

“How long have you been running it?” I asked.

“Three years.” He didn’t look at me when he answered. He kept his eyes on the water, on the float that marked the beginning of the eastern beds. “Bought it at auction. Your parents didn’t want to tell you.”

“Why?”

“Because you would have come home.” He finally turned, and his gray eyes were exactly the color of the water at this hour, with the sun just beginning to break through the marine layer. “And they didn’t want that. They wanted you to have your life.”

“And you?”

“I wanted you to come home.”

The admission hung between us, suspended in the salt-heavy air. I took another sip of coffee, letting the heat of it spread through me. “You bought my family’s farm so I’d come back?”

“No.” He shook his head, a sharp movement that sent a lock of sandy hair falling across his forehead. He didn’t brush it away. “I bought it because I could. Because it was going under and it didn’t deserve to. Because your grandfather built it with his own hands and your father kept it running for forty years and the idea of it turning into someone’s waterfront vacation home made me sick. You coming back was… a hope. Not a plan.”

I believed him. Jonah had never been good at lying. Five years ago, in that borrowed apartment, he’d told me things men usually keep to themselves: that he’d grown up in foster care, that he didn’t know his parents’ names, that he’d spent his twenties working on fishing boats up and down the coast, saving every penny for something he couldn’t name yet. He’d told me these things while we lay tangled in sheets that smelled like salt and sex and the cheap detergent the apartment’s owner used. He’d told me while I traced the scars on his hands, the ones from ropes and knives and oyster shells.

“You didn’t have to save it,” I said quietly.

“I know.”

We stood in silence for another few minutes, drinking coffee, watching the water rise. A great blue heron landed at the edge of the marsh, stepping carefully through the eelgrass. The world felt suspended, caught between one breath and the next.

“You want to see what I’ve done?” Jonah asked eventually.

“Show me.”

He led me down the dock, his footsteps sure and steady on the weathered wood. Mine were less certain — I’d been gone too long, forgotten the rhythm of walking on a surface that moved with the water beneath it. At the end of the dock, he untied a skiff, holding it steady against the pilings while I stepped down into it.

The boat was older, but well-maintained. The outboard motor started on the first pull, the sound a low rumble that echoed across the water. Jonah steered us away from the dock, toward the oyster beds. The morning air was cold against my face, sharp with salt and the smell of decaying seaweed. I wrapped my hands around the thermos, grateful for its warmth.

We moved slowly between the floats. Jonah cut the engine to an idle, letting us drift. “Eastern beds are the healthiest,” he said, pointing. “We harvest there in the spring and fall. The western beds are newer — I planted them last year. They won’t be ready for harvest for another two years, but they’re growing well.”

I could see it. The oyster bags were evenly spaced, suspended at the right depth. The floats were clean, free of the algae and barnacles that could drag them under. The lines were taut but not too tight, allowing for the movement of the tides.

“You’ve been learning,” I said.

“Had to.” He glanced at me, then back at the water. “First year was rough. Lost about thirty percent of the stock. Too much freshwater runoff from the spring rains, salinity dropped. I didn’t know enough to anticipate it.”

“My father would have known.”

“He would have.” Jonah nodded. “But he wasn’t here.”

There it was, the truth of it, sitting between us like another passenger in the boat. My father was in Portland, living in a retirement community with my mother, playing bridge and complaining about the food. His hands, once as cracked and weathered as Jonah’s were becoming, were soft now. He didn’t miss the farm, my mother said. He missed the work, sometimes, but not the uncertainty. Not the way a single storm could wipe out a year’s income.

“He taught you,” I said. It wasn’t a question.

“For about six months, before they moved. He came out every day. Showed me how to read the water, how to know when the oysters were stressed, how to cull properly.” Jonah’s voice was quiet, almost lost beneath the sound of the water against the hull. “He didn’t want to teach me at first. Thought I was just another outsider with money, looking for a hobby.”

“What changed his mind?”

“You.” Jonah looked at me then, really looked at me, and I felt the weight of his gaze like a physical pressure. “I told him about the weekend. Not everything, but enough. That I’d met you. That I’d never forgotten you. That if there was even a chance you might come back, I wanted there to be something for you to come back to.”

I couldn’t speak. The words were trapped in my throat, caught between gratitude and something sharper, something that felt almost like anger. He’d bought my family’s legacy. He’d learned to run it. He’d done all of this on the chance that I might, someday, decide to come home.

“You had no right,” I whispered.

“I know.”

“Five years, Jonah. We spent one weekend together and then I left. I didn’t call. I didn’t write. I went back to my life and I tried to forget you.”

“You didn’t forget.” He said it with absolute certainty, as if he’d been inside my head all these years, watching me try to convince myself that what happened between us was just a fling, just two people using each other’s bodies to forget their loneliness for a few days. “You tried. But you didn’t forget.”

The boat drifted, turning slowly in the current. The heron lifted from the marsh, its wings beating the air with slow, deliberate strokes. I watched it fly toward the tree line, its silhouette dark against the brightening sky.

“Show me the rest,” I said finally.

He started the motor again, and we puttered through the rest of the beds. He showed me the new sorting shed he’d built, the refrigeration unit he’d installed, the small office with its view of the water. He showed me the records he kept — water temperatures, salinity levels, harvest dates, growth rates. It was meticulous, scientific. The work of someone who cared.

“This is more than just keeping the farm alive,” I said as we tied up back at the dock. “This is… you’re building something.”

He didn’t answer immediately. He secured the lines, checking each knot twice, before turning to face me. “It’s a good life,” he said simply. “Hard work. But honest. You can see what you’ve accomplished at the end of the day.”

I thought of my job in DC — the policy papers, the meetings, the way my work disappeared into bureaucratic machinery, never to be seen again. I thought of my apartment with its view of other buildings, the sound of traffic instead of water, the constant hum of the city.

“It must be quiet,” I said.

“Sometimes too quiet.” He climbed out of the boat, then offered me his hand. I took it, letting him pull me up onto the dock. His grip was firm, his palm rough against mine. He didn’t let go immediately. “But you get used to it. You start to hear the things you missed before — the way the water sounds different at high tide versus low, the way the herons talk to each other, the way the wind changes direction before a storm.”

He was still holding my hand. I could feel the calluses on his fingers, the strength in his grip. I remembered those hands on my body, remembered the way he’d touched me like he was memorizing me, like he knew he only had a limited time to learn every curve, every scar, every place that made me gasp.

“I should go,” I said, but I didn’t pull away.

“You should stay.”

“For what?”

“For breakfast.” He released my hand, and the absence of his touch felt like a loss. “I have eggs. And bread. And more coffee.”

I hesitated. The sensible thing would be to walk back to the house, to pack my bags, to drive back to Portland and then fly back to DC. To return to the life I’d built, the career I’d worked for, the future I’d planned.

But the scent of salt was in my hair, and the memory of his hands was on my skin, and the farm — my family’s farm — was spread out around us, alive and thriving in a way I hadn’t seen it in years.

“All right,” I said. “Breakfast.”

His house was at the end of the dock, built on floats so it rose and fell with the tide. It was small — just one room, really, with a kitchen area at one end and a bed at the other, and a wood stove in between. The walls were lined with bookshelves, filled with field guides and repair manuals and novels with cracked spines. There was a guitar leaning in the corner, and a pair of boots by the door, and a blue enamel coffee pot on the stove.

It was the most lived-in space I’d ever seen. My apartment in DC looked like a showroom compared to this.

“Sorry about the mess,” Jonah said, though it wasn’t messy. It was just… inhabited.

“It’s fine.” I wandered over to the bookshelves while he got out eggs and butter. My fingers trailed along the spines — Peterson’s Field Guide to Pacific Coast Birds, The Oyster Farmer’s Handbook, Moby-Dick, a collection of Mary Oliver poems. And then, on a shelf at eye level, a small wooden box.

I recognized it immediately.

It was made of cedar, with brass hinges that had gone green with age. I’d bought it at a flea market the morning of our second day together, because Jonah had mentioned he didn’t have anywhere to keep the few things he carried with him from place to place. I’d filled it with small treasures from that weekend — a bottle cap from the beer we’d shared, a feather I’d found on the beach, the cork from the wine we’d drunk on our last night.

I’d left it on the bedside table when I left. I hadn’t expected him to keep it.

My hand shook as I reached for it. The wood was smooth under my fingers, the cedar scent faint but still present. I opened it.

Everything was still there. The bottle cap, tarnished now. The feather, looking more fragile than I remembered. The cork, dark with age. And something new — a small, smooth river stone, gray like his eyes, with a white stripe running through it like a vein.

“You kept it,” I said, my voice barely audible.

Behind me, the sound of eggs cracking into a bowl stopped. “Of course I kept it.”

I turned, holding the box. “Why?”

“Because it was real.” He set the bowl down on the counter and wiped his hands on a dish towel. His expression was unguarded in a way I hadn’t seen since that weekend — open, vulnerable, showing me things men usually hid. “That weekend was real. What happened between us was real. I know you’ve spent five years trying to convince yourself it wasn’t, but it was.”

The anger I’d felt earlier returned, sharp and sudden. “You don’t get to tell me what was real. You don’t get to buy my family’s farm and keep a box of memories and wait for me like some… some patient fisherman, just because we fucked for three days five years ago.”

“Is that what you think this is?” He took a step toward me, and I took a step back, bumping against the bookshelf. “That I’m just waiting to fuck you again?”

“Isn’t it?”

“No.” He shook his head, and there was something in his eyes — pain, maybe, or frustration. “What we did that weekend wasn’t just fucking, Mira. And you know it. You knew it then. That’s why you left without saying goodbye. That’s why you never called. Because it scared you.”

“It didn’t scare me.”

“Liar.”

He was close now, close enough that I could see the fine lines at the corners of his eyes, the stubble on his jaw, the pulse beating in his throat. Close enough that I could smell him — salt and coffee and something uniquely Jonah, something I’d spent five years trying to forget.

“I’m not the one who stayed,” I whispered. “I’m not the one who built a life waiting for someone who might never come back.”

“You’re right.” He reached out, his hand hovering near my face like it had the night before. “You left. You built a different life. And if you want to go back to it, I won’t stop you. The farm will still be here. I’ll still be here. But don’t pretend what happened between us was nothing. Don’t insult us both like that.”

My breath caught. His thumb brushed my cheekbone, the touch so light I might have imagined it if not for the way my skin warmed under his touch.

“What do you want from me, Jonah?”

“The truth.” His hand dropped to his side. “Just the truth. About why you’re really here. About what you want. About whether you’re going to stay or go.”

I looked down at the box in my hands, at the small treasures inside. Evidence of a weekend that had changed everything and nothing, all at once. Evidence that he’d remembered. Evidence that he’d waited.

“I don’t know what I want,” I admitted.

“Then stay until you figure it out.” He turned back to the counter, picked up the bowl of eggs again. “The house is yours as long as you want it. The farm… well, it’s half yours anyway, if you want it to be. Your parents left their share to you in the sale. I just own the other half.”

I stared at his back, at the set of his shoulders beneath his flannel shirt. “What?”

He didn’t turn around. “When I bought the farm, I structured it as a partnership. Fifty-one percent to me, forty-nine percent to you. Your parents insisted. They said if you ever came back, you should have a stake in it. Something that was truly yours.”

The world tilted. All this time, I’d thought he’d bought it outright. That it was his, completely. That I was just a guest here, a visitor from a past he couldn’t forget.

But I owned part of it. Almost half.

“Why didn’t you tell me?” My voice was barely a whisper.

“Because I wanted you to come back for the right reasons.” He began whisking the eggs, the sound sharp and rhythmic. “Not because you owned part of it. Not because you felt obligated. I wanted you to come back because you wanted to. Because you remembered what it felt like to be here. Because you remembered what it felt like to be with me.”

The eggs sizzled as he poured them into a hot pan. The smell of butter and salt filled the small space. Outside, the water lapped against the floats, a steady, comforting sound. The heron called again, its cry lonely and beautiful.

I closed the box and placed it back on the shelf, my fingers lingering on the smooth wood. Then I walked to the small table by the window and sat down, watching Jonah cook. Watching his hands, remembering how they felt on my skin. Watching the way he moved, efficient and sure, in this small space he’d made his own.

This space he’d made ours, even before I knew it.

“All right,” I said finally. “I’ll stay. For a while.”

He nodded, like he’d expected nothing else. Like he’d known, all along, that I would. And maybe he had. Maybe he knew me better than I knew myself, even after all these years.

Maybe that was the most terrifying thing of all.



The eggs were perfect. The coffee was hot. We ate in silence, watching the water through the window. The tide was at its peak now, the estuary full, everything suspended in that moment of perfect balance before the slow retreat began.

Slack tide, Jonah had called it the night before. The moment between the outgoing and the incoming when everything is perfectly, impossibly still.

I thought I’d forgotten what stillness felt like. I thought I’d forgotten how to breathe without planning my next move, my next meeting, my next achievement. But here, in this floating house at the end of a dock, with this man I’d tried so hard to forget, I remembered.

And I knew, with a certainty that felt like a physical weight in my chest, that the remembering was only the beginning.

The problem with slack tide is that it never lasts. The water always moves again. The current always returns. And you’re left with a choice: go with the flow, or fight against it.

I didn’t know yet which I would choose. But for the first time in five years, I was willing to find out.




Chapter 5 — Eddies

The morning after I agreed to stay, I woke to the sound of the generator kicking on. A low, diesel-fueled rumble that vibrated through the floorboards, steady as a heartbeat. I lay there for a moment, my cheek pressed against the pillowcase that smelled of salt and laundry detergent and something faintly, indefinably male, and listened to the house come alive around me.

It wasn’t my house. It wasn’t my pillow. It wasn’t my life.

But for now, it was.

I sat up slowly, the blanket pooling around my waist. The guest room—Jonah had called it that, but it felt more like a storage room that happened to contain a bed—was small and sparse. A single window looked out over the dock, the water a flat, silver-gray in the predawn light. A battered dresser stood against one wall, its top empty except for a thin layer of dust. A wooden chair in the corner, piled with what looked like fishing nets in need of mending.

My suitcase lay open on the floor, my clothes spilling out in a mess of silk and linen and expensive cotton. They looked out of place here. Like they’d been brought in by the tide and deposited, accidentally, in the wrong ecosystem.

I pulled on a pair of jeans and a t-shirt, running my fingers through my hair. I hadn’t brought a hair dryer. I hadn’t brought half the things I usually needed to feel like myself. It was oddly liberating, and utterly terrifying.

The main room of the house was empty when I stepped out. The air smelled of coffee, fresh and bitter. A pot sat on the small propane stove, still warm. Jonah’s mug—chipped blue enamel, the kind you could buy at any hardware store—was rinsed and sitting upside-down on the drainboard. He was already out on the water.

I poured myself a cup of coffee and carried it out onto the deck. The air was cool, damp with a mist that clung to everything. It beaded on the railings, on the leaves of the potted plants Jonah kept in old buckets along the edge, on the skin of my arms. The world was quiet, the only sounds the soft lap of water against the pilings and the distant cry of a gull.

And then I saw him.

Jonah was at the far end of the dock, standing in one of the skiffs, his back to me. He was hauling something up from the water—oyster bags, I realized, the mesh containers heavy with shells. He moved with a practiced economy, each motion smooth and deliberate. Bend, lift, twist, drop. Bend, lift, twist, drop. The rhythm of it was hypnotic.

I watched him for a long time, my coffee cooling in my hands. There was something about the way he worked—the complete absorption, the way his body seemed to belong to this place, to this task—that made me feel like an intruder. Like I was watching something private, something I had no right to see.

But I couldn’t look away.

Five years ago, I’d seen a different version of this man. Or maybe I’d seen the same version, but through a different lens. Back then, he’d been a stranger I met at a conference in Portland—a fisheries management workshop that neither of us had particularly wanted to attend. We’d ended up at the same bar, at the same time, both nursing beers and pretending we weren’t counting down the minutes until we could escape.

He’d told me he was from the coast. Told me he worked on the water. I’d told him I was from DC, that I worked with policy, that I was trying to remember what real water looked like.

We’d spent the weekend together. One weekend. Two nights in a cheap hotel room that smelled of cigarette smoke and bleach, the rain beating against the windows, the world outside reduced to a blur of streetlights and wet pavement.

And in that hotel room, we’d done things I’d never done with anyone else. Things I’d never even admitted I wanted. Things that had felt, in the moment, like peeling back layers of myself I didn’t know existed.

He’d asked, quietly, if I was sure. I’d said yes. He’d asked again, his hand on my cheek, his eyes steady on mine. I’d said yes again.

And then he’d shown me what it felt like to let go. To be marked. To be claimed.

I’d left on Sunday morning without saying goodbye. I’d taken a cab to the airport, boarded a plane back to DC, and spent the next five years trying to convince myself that it hadn’t mattered. That it was just a weekend. That the things we’d done were just experiments, curiosities, things that happened in the dark and stayed there.

But here I was, standing on his dock, watching him work, and I knew, with a clarity that felt like a physical blow, that I’d been lying to myself.

It had mattered. It had changed me.

And he’d known it, too. He’d known it enough to buy my family’s farm. To wait. To keep the box.



I spent the morning unpacking. Not just my suitcase, but the boxes I’d shipped from DC—books, a few pieces of art, my laptop, the detritus of a life I’d built carefully, intentionally, over the past five years. I arranged them in the guest room, trying to make the space feel like mine. Trying to anchor myself in it.

It felt like playing house. Like a child setting up a doll’s bedroom, pretending it was real.

Around eleven, I heard the skiff’s motor cut off, then the sound of footsteps on the dock. Jonah came up the steps, his boots heavy on the wood. He was wearing oilskin pants and a faded flannel shirt, the sleeves rolled up to his elbows. His forearms were streaked with mud, his hands raw-looking.

“Morning,” he said, his voice quiet.

“Morning.” I was sitting at the small table, my laptop open in front of me. I’d been trying to answer emails, but the satellite internet was sluggish, and I’d given up after the third failed send. “How’s the water?”

“Cold.” He went to the sink, pumped water into a basin, and began washing his hands. The soap lathered white against his skin, the dirt swirling away in cloudy patterns. “Tide’s going out. Good time to check the bags.”

I watched the muscles in his back move under his shirt as he scrubbed. “Can I help?”

He glanced over his shoulder at me, his expression unreadable. “You know how to sort oysters?”

“I can learn.”

He dried his hands on a towel, then turned to face me. “It’s dirty work. Wet. Cold.”

“I grew up here, Jonah. I’m not afraid of getting dirty.”

He studied me for a moment, his eyes scanning my face like he was looking for something. A tell, maybe. A sign that I was going to bolt again. Then he nodded, once. “All right. After lunch.”



Lunch was simple—sandwiches made with thick-cut bread and sharp cheddar, apples from a bowl on the counter. We ate at the table, the silence between us stretching, tightening. I could feel the weight of all the things we weren’t saying. All the questions I wanted to ask.

Why did you buy the farm? Why did you keep the box? Do you remember what we did? Do you ever think about it?

But I didn’t ask any of them. Instead, I said, “Tell me about the farm. How bad was it when you took over?”

Jonah finished chewing, swallowed. “Your dad was sick for a long time before he died. You know that.”

I nodded. I did know. I’d known, and I’d stayed away. I’d sent money, called once a month, told myself I was doing what I could from a distance. The guilt of it sat in my stomach like a stone.

“He couldn’t keep up with the maintenance,” Jonah said. “The docks were rotting. The bags were falling apart. The oysters were surviving, but barely. It was a matter of time before the whole thing collapsed.”

“But you saved it.”

“I fixed it.” He took a sip of water. “There’s a difference.”

“How?”

He looked at me, his gaze steady. “Saving implies it was worth something, just as it was. It wasn’t. I had to tear half of it down and rebuild. I had to cull the stock, start fresh with new seed. I had to work, Mira. For three years.”

“And you did it alone?”

“I have two guys who help part-time. Tommy and Ben. You’ll meet them tomorrow, probably. They’re good.”

I pushed my plate away, my appetite gone. “Why did you do it? You could have bought any farm. You could have started your own.”

“I could have.”

“Then why this one?”

He didn’t answer right away. He looked out the window, at the water, at the sky. Then he said, quietly, “Because it was yours.”

The words hung in the air between us, heavy and undeniable. Because it was yours. Not because it was a good investment. Not because it was strategically located. Because it was mine.

Because of me.

“I don’t understand,” I whispered.

He stood up, collecting our plates. “You don’t have to. Not yet.”



The sorting shed was at the end of the main dock, a low, weathered building that smelled of salt and wet wood and the sharp, briny scent of oysters. Inside, metal tables ran along the walls, their surfaces scarred and stained. Buckets and baskets were stacked in corners. A hose coiled on the floor like a sleeping snake.

Jonah showed me how to tell the market-ready oysters from the ones that needed more time. How to check for signs of disease, for parasites. How to handle them gently, but firmly.

“Like this,” he said, his hands covering mine as he guided an oyster into the correct basket. His skin was rough against mine, his fingers warm. “You don’t want to drop them. But you don’t want to hesitate, either.”

I could feel the heat of his body behind me, the solidness of him. I could smell the scent of him—salt and sweat and something else, something clean and male. It made my breath catch in my throat.

“Right,” I managed. “Don’t hesitate.”

He stepped back, giving me space. “You try.”

I picked up another oyster, turning it over in my hands. The shell was rough, ridged, cool to the touch. It felt alive in a way I couldn’t explain—a quiet, patient aliveness, a creature that knew nothing but the rhythm of the tides, the push and pull of the water.

I placed it in the basket. Then another. And another.

We worked in silence for a while, the only sounds the splash of water as Jonah rinsed the oysters, the clatter of shells, the distant cry of gulls. It was meditative, in a way. Repetitive. Soothing.

But beneath the soothing rhythm, my mind was churning.

Because it was yours.

I glanced at Jonah. He was bent over a bucket, his shoulders tense, his movements brisk. He was focused on the work, but I could see the tightness in his jaw, the way he was holding himself. He was as aware of me as I was of him. As aware of the space between us, and all the things it contained.

“I’m sorry,” I said suddenly, the words coming out before I could stop them.

He straightened, looking at me. “For what?”

“For leaving. The way I did.”

He didn’t say anything for a long moment. Then he set down the oyster he was holding, wiped his hands on his pants. “You had a life to get back to.”

“That’s not an excuse.”

“I didn’t say it was.”

I took a shaky breath. “I was scared.”

“Of me?”

“Of what we did. Of what it meant. Of what it said about me.”

He came around the table, stopping a few feet away from me. Close enough that I could see the flecks of gold in his eyes, the faint stubble along his jaw. Close enough that I could feel the pull between us, familiar and terrifying.

“Did it feel wrong?” he asked, his voice low.

“No.”

“Did I hurt you?”

“No.”

“Did you ask me to stop?”

I shook my head. “No.”

“Then why be scared of it?”

“Because it wasn’t who I was supposed to be,” I whispered. “I was supposed to be the girl with the PhD, the career, the plan. The girl who had everything under control. Not the girl who spent a weekend in a hotel room letting a stranger—”

“Mark you,” he finished, the words quiet but clear.

I flinched. “Yes.”

He was silent for a long time, just looking at me. Then he said, “It wasn’t about control, Mira. It was about surrender. There’s a difference.”

“I know that now.”

“Do you?”

I met his gaze, held it. “I’m here, aren’t I?”

He nodded slowly. “You are.”

We stood there, the air between us thick with everything we weren’t saying. With memory. With want. With the ghost of that weekend, and the possibility of something more.

Then he turned away, picking up another oyster. “We should finish this batch before the tide changes.”

I went back to work, my hands trembling slightly. My heart was pounding in my chest, a wild, erratic rhythm that felt like it belonged to someone else. To the girl I’d been five years ago. To the woman I was trying to be now.

We worked until the shadows began to lengthen across the water, until the air grew colder and the light turned gold. We didn’t speak again about the past. We didn’t speak about the box, or the farm, or the reasons why we were both here, in this place, at this time.

But the silence felt different now. It felt charged. It felt like waiting.



That night, after dinner, I stood on the deck and watched the sunset. The sky was on fire, streaks of orange and pink and purple reflecting on the water, turning the whole world into a kaleidoscope of color. The air was still, the water calm. Slack tide again.

Jonah came out to join me, leaning against the railing a few feet away. He didn’t say anything, just watched the sky with me.

“It’s beautiful,” I said, because I had to say something.

“It is.”

“I’d forgotten how quiet it is here. How big the sky feels.”

He glanced at me. “DC doesn’t have sunsets like this?”

“Not even close.”

We fell silent again. The colors deepened, darkened. The first stars began to appear, pinpricks of light in the velvet blue.

“I’m going into town tomorrow,” Jonah said after a while. “For supplies. You want to come?”

I thought about it. Thought about facing the town, the people who would remember me, the questions they would ask. Thought about being in the truck with Jonah, the two of us alone in that small space.

“Yes,” I said. “I’d like that.”

He nodded. “We’ll leave after breakfast.”

I turned to go back inside, but he stopped me with a hand on my arm. His touch was light, but it felt like a brand.

“Mira.”

I looked up at him. “Yeah?”

His eyes were serious, searching. “You don’t have to be scared. Not of me. Not of this.”

I swallowed. “What if I’m scared of myself?”

A faint smile touched his lips. “That’s the only thing worth being scared of.”

He let go of my arm, and I went inside, my skin tingling where he’d touched me. I lay awake for a long time that night, listening to the sounds of the house—the creak of the floorboards as Jonah moved around, the soft hiss of the propane heater, the gentle rock of the water beneath us.

I thought about surrender. About control. About the difference between them.

I thought about the box, sitting on a shelf somewhere in this house. A box I hadn’t seen yet, but knew was there. A box that held the evidence of what we’d done, and what we might do again.

And I thought about Jonah’s words: That’s the only thing worth being scared of.

He was right. I was scared of myself. Scared of the parts of me that wanted things I couldn’t explain. Scared of the parts that remembered, with perfect clarity, what it felt like to let go.

But I was also curious. And curiosity, I was beginning to realize, was stronger than fear.

The tide was turning. I could feel it in the water, in the air, in my own blood. The current was coming back. And this time, I wasn’t sure I wanted to fight it.




Chapter 6 — The Current

Breakfast was a quiet affair of strong coffee and toast with local jam. Jonah moved around the small kitchen with an efficiency born of long habit, and I sat at the counter, watching him. The morning light through the salt-fogged window haloed the edges of his sandy hair. He hadn’t shaved. The scruff was new, or at least it was new to me. Five years ago he’d been clean-shaven. I found myself cataloging the changes in him, as if I could map the distance between then and now by the lines at the corners of his eyes, the deeper weathering of his hands as he passed me a mug.

“We’ll take my truck,” he said, not looking at me. “The roads out to the point are mostly fire trails now. Your rental sedan wouldn’t make it.”

“Okay.”

He finally glanced up. “You’re quiet.”

“So are you.”

A faint, almost imperceptible shrug. “That’s my default.”

I knew that. I remembered it. The silence with Jonah had never been empty. It was a dense, tangible thing, filled with the things we didn’t say. It was filling the kitchen now, pressing against the walls, thick with the memory of his hand on my arm last night, his words. That’s the only thing worth being scared of.

“Let’s go,” he said, draining his coffee.

The drive was bumpy and beautiful. We left the main highway and climbed a winding, gravel-cut road through dense stands of Sitka spruce. Mist clung to the branches, dripping onto the truck’s roof in a sporadic patter. Jonah drove with one hand on the wheel, his posture relaxed, his gaze fixed on the ruts ahead. The cab smelled like him—like salt, and cedar, and clean, sun-dried cotton.

“Why this beach?” I asked, breaking the long silence.

He was quiet for another mile before answering. “It’s where I go when I need to think. No one else comes out here. The access is too rough. The surf’s too dangerous for swimming.” He glanced at me. “It’s private.”

The word hung between us. Private. A space for things not meant for public consumption.

We parked in a small pull-out where the trees thinned. A narrow, steep path led down a crumbling cliff face. Jonah went first, turning to offer me his hand at the tricky parts. My palm slid against his, the roughness of his skin a familiar shock. I didn’t let go until the ground leveled out onto the sand.

The beach was a crescent of dark, volcanic sand, littered with driftwood sculptures carved by the sea. The surf was fierce, white-capped and roaring as it slammed against offshore rocks. The air was cold and damp, tasting of iodine and decayed kelp. It was stark. It was magnificent.

“Wow,” I breathed, the wind whipping my hair across my face.

Jonah shoved his hands in his pockets and nodded toward the far end of the cove. “There’s a freshwater stream that cuts down from the ridge. Makes a pool back in those rocks. Sometimes sea otters come in.”

We walked, our boots sinking into the damp sand. The noise of the ocean was so loud that talking felt impossible, and then, somehow, inevitable. The sheer volume of it created a pocket of intimacy, a bubble where words could be said and carried away on the wind.

“You said you bought the farm three years ago,” I said, raising my voice over the crash of a wave. “My mom never mentioned it.”

“I asked her not to.”

I stopped walking. “You asked her?”

He kept going for a few steps before turning to face me. The wind plastered his thin shirt against his chest. “When I heard she was thinking of selling—really selling, to a developer who’d tear the docks out and put up condos—I made an offer. A fair one. She took it. I told her I’d keep it running, that the Vance name would stay on the business. I also told her not to tell you.”

The hurt was sudden and sharp, a fishhook in my gut. “Why?”

“Because I knew what you’d think.” His voice was steady, his eyes holding mine despite the gale between us. “You’d think it was about that weekend. You’d think I was some obsessed creep, trying to buy a piece of you. Or you’d think it was pity. I didn’t want your pity, Mira. And I didn’t want you to feel… obligated.”

“And what was it?” I asked, taking a step closer. The sand shifted under my feet. “If it wasn’t about that weekend, and it wasn’t pity?”

He looked out at the raging water, his jaw working. “It was about saving something good. Something that mattered. The farm mattered to your family. It mattered to this town. It…” He trailed off, then looked back at me, his gaze clear and direct. “It mattered to me. The thought of it being gone felt wrong. Like a toothache in the world.”

It was the most I’d ever heard him say at once. It was also the truest thing I’d ever heard him say. Jonah wasn’t a man of grand romantic gestures. He was a man of concrete, quiet actions. Buying the farm was the action of a man who believed in preservation, in stewardship. It was also, undeniably, a thread tied to me.

“And the box?” The question was out before I could stop it, carried on the salt wind.

His expression didn’t change, but something in his eyes deepened, like the sea shifting from slate to indigo. “That’s different.”

“Show me.”

He blinked. “What?”

“When we get back. Show me the box. You kept it on a shelf where I’d see it. So show me.”

A muscle ticked in his jaw. He gave a single, slow nod.

We walked again, reaching the stream he’d mentioned. It cascaded down the mossy rocks into a tranquil, tea-colored pool protected from the ocean’s fury by a natural wall of stone. It was like another world, the roar reduced to a distant hum. Sunlight broke through the mist, dappling the water.

Jonah sat on a broad, flat rock and began untying his boots. “Water’s cold, but it’s fresh. Clears your head.”

I watched him peel off his socks, roll up his jeans. His feet were long, pale where they weren’t scarred, his toes digging into the wet sand at the pool’s edge. He stepped into the water, hissing softly through his teeth at the cold. He waded in up to his calves, then turned, looking back at me expectantly.

I toed off my own shoes, stripped my socks. The sand was icy and granular between my toes. I approached the water’s edge. The shock of the cold as I stepped in was breathtaking, a sharp, clean pain that shot up my spine and made my scalp tighten. I gasped.

Jonah smiled, a real, full smile that transformed his face, erasing five years of solemnity in an instant. “Yeah.”

I waded deeper, until the water lapped at my knees. The cold was becoming a bright, buzzing numbness. I looked down, watching the distortion of my legs through the amber water. “It does clear your head.”

“Told you.”

We stood there in silence for a long time, listening to the drip of the stream and the muffled ocean. The tension from the conversation, from the drive, from the last five days, began to leach out of me, carried away by the cold current. I felt strangely weightless.

“I thought about you,” I said quietly, not looking at him. “All the time. For years. I’d be in a meeting in DC, arguing about estuary salinity quotas, and I’d suddenly remember the taste of your skin. I’d be on a date with some policy wonk who used words like ‘synergy’ and I’d remember the sound you made when you came.”

I heard his sharp intake of breath. I forced myself to look up.

He was staring at me, his eyes dark, his body very still. The water rippled around his legs.

“I convinced myself it was a fluke,” I continued, the words coming in a steady, unstoppable stream now. “A weird, one-off exploration. That it didn’t mean anything. That the reason it felt so… seismic was because it was novel. I buried it. I became someone who didn’t want those things. But coming back here… seeing you…” I shook my head. “It’s like you turned on a faucet I welded shut. And now everything I’ve been holding back for five years is flooding out, and I don’t know how to turn it off. I don’t know if I want to.”

He moved then, sloshing through the water toward me. He didn’t stop until he was right in front of me, the cold water swirling around our thighs. He was close enough that I could see the individual flecks of gray in his blue eyes, the faint scar on his lower lip.

“I never welded my shut,” he said, his voice low and rough. “I lived with the drip. Every day. The slow, constant reminder. It wasn’t a flood. It was a tide pool. And I learned to live in it.”

He lifted a hand, his fingers hovering near my cheek. He didn’t touch me. “You asked me why I bought the farm. That’s the real answer. I bought it because it was the piece of you I could keep. The only piece I had any right to. The docks, the water, the oysters—they were ours. What happened in my bed that weekend was ours, too, but you took that with you. The farm was something I could hold onto. So I did.”

Tears pricked my eyes, hot against the cold air. “Jonah.”

His hand finally made contact, his thumb brushing away a tear that escaped. His touch was impossibly gentle. “I don’t expect anything, Mira. Showing you the box… it wasn’t a demand. It was just… honesty. This is what I have. This is what I kept.”

I covered his hand with mine, pressing it against my cheek. My skin was cold, his palm was warm. The contrast was exquisite. “Show me now.”

His brow furrowed. “Now? We’re an hour from home.”

“I don’t mean the box.” I held his gaze, letting every ounce of the fear and the curiosity and the five years of wanting shimmer in my eyes. “I mean you. Show me you. Show me what you kept for yourself.”

The air left his lungs in a shuddering rush. His other hand came up to cup my face. “Here?”

“It’s private,” I whispered, echoing his word from earlier.

A storm gathered in his expression—doubt, longing, a fierce, burning hope. “It’s cold. You’ll freeze.”

“Then warm me up.”

That was all it took. The last vestige of his restraint shattered.

His mouth crashed down on mine.

It wasn’t like the tentative, questioning kisses of five years ago. This was a claiming. A reunion. His lips were firm and desperate, his tongue sweeping into my mouth with a hunger that mirrored my own. I tasted coffee and the wild, clean scent of the ocean on him. I moaned into the kiss, my hands coming up to clutch at the front of his shirt, fisting in the damp cotton.

He kissed me like a man starving, and I kissed him back like I was the feast. All the intellectualizing, all the analysis, evaporated in the heat of his mouth on mine. This was biology. This was need. This was the current, and I was done fighting it.

He broke the kiss, breathing harshly, his forehead pressed to mine. “You’re sure.”

It wasn’t a question. It was a plea for confirmation.

“I’ve never been more sure of anything in my life,” I said, and I meant it.

He nodded, once. Then his hands were at the hem of my sweater, pushing it up. I raised my arms, letting him pull it over my head and toss it onto the dry rock. The cold air pebbled my skin instantly, my nipples hardening into tight points against my thin bra. He swore softly, his eyes devouring me.

“Your turn,” I said, my fingers going to the buttons of his flannel.

He helped me, shrugging out of the shirt, then the thin thermal beneath. His chest was broader than I remembered, dusted with sandy hair that trailed down his taut stomach. Old scars—a white slash on his ribs, a puckered mark on his shoulder—marked his skin like a map of a life lived physically. I splayed my hands over his pectorals, feeling the strong, steady beat of his heart under my palm. He was so warm.

He unhooked my bra with a deftness that surprised me, and it joined the pile on the rock. He just looked at me for a long moment, his gaze hot and reverent. “Jesus, Mira.”

Then his mouth was on my breast, his tongue laving my cold, tight nipple. The sensation was electric, a bolt of pure heat that shot straight to my core. I cried out, my fingers tangling in his hair, holding him to me. He suckled deeply, his other hand kneading my other breast, his thumb brushing back and forth over the peak. The contrast of the icy air on my wet skin and the scorching heat of his mouth was overwhelming.

He switched sides, giving the same devoted attention to my other breast. I was panting, my head thrown back, my body arching into his mouth. My jeans were suddenly an intolerable prison.

“Off,” I managed to gasp. “Please.”

He straightened, his lips wet and swollen. He worked the button and fly of my jeans, peeling the wet denim down my legs. I stepped out of them, kicking them aside. I stood before him in just my plain cotton panties, shivering violently now, my skin covered in goosebumps.

Jonah stripped off his own jeans and boxers in one rough movement. And there he was. My breath caught.

He was fully erect, his cock thick and proud, curving slightly upward. The head was flushed a deep red, a bead of moisture already gathered at the slit. He was beautiful. Powerful. Mine. The thought was primal and absolute.

He closed the distance between us again, his big, warm hands sliding down my back to cup my ass through my panties, pulling me against him. The feel of his hard length pressing against my lower belly, separated only by thin, damp cotton, made me whimper.

“I need to taste you,” he growled against my neck. “I’ve dreamed of tasting you for five years.”

He sank to his knees in the cold water, his hands on my hips. He hooked his thumbs in the waistband of my panties and dragged them down. The air was a shock against my bare pussy, but it was nothing compared to the shock of his breath, warm and heavy, against my folds.

He didn’t tease. He buried his face between my legs.

The first flat stroke of his tongue, from my entrance all the way up to my clit, was so intense I nearly buckled. My knees gave way, but his hands on my hips held me steady. He groaned, the vibration against my most sensitive flesh making me cry out. He lapped at me like a man dying of thirst, his tongue delving inside me, then circling my clit with ruthless precision.

“Jonah… oh God…” I babbled, my hands gripping his shoulders for balance. The sensations were too much—the cold, the rough rock at my back where he’d guided me, the blistering heat of his mouth. My hips began to move of their own accord, rocking against his face. He encouraged it, his grip tightening, his tongue fucking me in steady, deep strokes before returning to my clit, sucking it gently into his mouth.

The coil of pleasure in my belly wound tighter and tighter, a spring about to snap. I could feel my own wetness coating his chin, could hear the obscenely wet sounds of his feasting. The smell of my arousal, of us, mixed with the scent of fresh water and sea air.

“I’m gonna come,” I warned, my voice high and strained.

He answered by sliding two fingers inside me, curling them upward, finding a spot that made me see stars. His mouth never left my clit.

The orgasm ripped through me with violent, unexpected force. It wasn’t a wave; it was a tsunami. My body convulsed, my back bowing off the rock. A raw, ragged scream was torn from my throat, lost in the sound of the distant surf. Pleasure, white-hot and all-consuming, pulsed from my core out to my fingertips and toes. He rode it out with me, his tongue gentling to soft, fluttering licks, his fingers still working gently inside me until the last shudder passed.

I sagged, boneless. He rose slowly, his face glistening with my release. He looked utterly debauched and completely triumphant. He kissed me, deep and slow, letting me taste myself on his tongue. It was filthy and intimate and it made a fresh spike of desire lance through my spent body.

“I need you inside me,” I breathed against his lips. “Now.”

He turned me gently, bending me over the wide, flat rock. The cold, damp stone met my stomach and breasts. He positioned himself behind me, the broad head of his cock nudging against my slick, swollen entrance. He paused.

“Mira.” His voice was guttural. “Look at me.”

I twisted my head to look over my shoulder. His eyes were locked on mine, burning with an intensity that stole my breath.

“This,” he said, pushing forward an inch, just enough to stretch me, to make us both gasp. “This is what I remember. This feeling. You. Taking me.” He pushed in another inch, his jaw clenched. “It’s all I’ve thought about.”

“Then stop thinking,” I begged, pushing my hips back against him.

With a groan of surrender, he sheathed himself inside me in one long, smooth, devastating stroke.

I cried out, my fingers scrabbling for purchase on the rough rock. He was so big, so deep. The feeling of fullness was exquisite, a perfect, stretching ache. He fit me like he was made for me. Maybe he was.

He held still, buried to the hilt, both of us panting, adjusting. I could feel every inch of him, the hot, hard length of him pulsing inside me. He leaned over my back, his chest against my spine, his mouth at my ear.

“You feel like home,” he whispered, and the raw vulnerability in his voice undid me more than any skillful touch ever could.

Then he began to move.

His pace was slow at first, a deliberate, deep rocking that rubbed his cock against that perfect, secret place inside me with every withdrawal and thrust. But the slowness didn’t last. The friction, the tight, wet heat, the sheer pent-up need of five years quickly overwhelmed him. His thrusts became harder, faster, more urgent. The slap of his skin against mine, the wet sounds of our joining, filled our little sanctuary.

“Touch yourself,” he commanded, his voice rough with strain. “Come again. I want to feel it.”

I didn’t hesitate. I slipped a hand between my legs, finding my clit, which was still hypersensitive from his mouth. The added stimulation, combined with the relentless drive of his cock, sent me spiraling again with shocking speed. A second, sharper orgasm clenched around him, my inner muscles fluttering and milking his length.

“Fuck, yes,” he grunted, his rhythm faltering. “That’s it. Squeeze me. Take it.”

He was losing control. I could feel it in the ragged edge of his breath, in the desperate pounding of his hips. I pushed back against him, meeting him thrust for thrust, wanting all of him, wanting to pull his release from the very marrow of his bones.

“Jonah,” I chanted. “Jonah, please…”

“Where?” he gasped. “Tell me where you want it.”

The old script, from our weekend. The question that had started it all. Back then, I’d been too overwhelmed, too shy to say the words. I’d just guided his hand. Now, I had the words. I wanted to say them.

“Inside me,” I panted. “I want to feel you come inside me.”

A broken sound tore from his throat. He drove into me three more times, deep, punishing, perfect strokes, and then he stilled, his body rigid against mine. I felt the hot, sudden pulse of his release flooding me, jet after jet, marking me from the inside. He shouted my name into the crook of my neck, the sound raw and unfettered, echoing off the rocks.

We collapsed together onto the rock, a tangle of limbs, both of us shaking—from cold, from exertion, from emotional vertigo. He was still inside me, softening slowly. He wrapped his arms around me, pulling me back against his chest, sheltering me from the cold air with his body. He nuzzled my hair, his breathing gradually slowing.

For a long time, we just lay there, listening to the water and our own hearts.

Eventually, he shifted, slipping out of me. I felt a sudden, profound sense of loss, followed by the warm trickle of his spend mingling with my own wetness on my inner thighs. The evidence. The marking. A profound, quiet thrill went through me.

He sat up, then gently helped me up. We were both a mess—covered in sand, skin icy and marked with red impressions from the rock. We didn’t speak. We just waded back into the pool, letting the cold, fresh water wash over us, cleansing the salt and sweat and the physical proof of what we’d done. But it couldn’t wash away the feeling. That was etched deeper than skin.

We dressed in silence, our clothes clinging to damp skin. The drive back was even quieter than the drive out, but the silence was different. It was sated. It was peaceful.

When we pulled up to the house on the dock, the afternoon sun was breaking through the clouds, casting long, golden rays across the water. Jonah killed the engine but didn’t move.

I looked at him. “The box.”

He nodded. He got out of the truck and I followed him into the house. He went straight to the small bookcase near the woodstove. From the top shelf, behind a few weathered field guides, he pulled out a simple, unfinished wooden box, about the size of a shoebox. He carried it to the kitchen table and set it down.

He didn’t open it. He just looked at me.

My heart was hammering again. I reached out and lifted the lid.

Inside, there was no jewelry, no love letters. There was a single, smooth, dark river stone. A Polaroid photograph, faded now, of my bare foot on his dock at sunset. And, neatly folded, the pair of my plain cotton panties I’d been wearing that last morning five years ago. The ones he’d peeled off me before I got in my car to leave. I’d thought I’d lost them. He’d kept them.

I picked up the stone, its weight familiar in my palm. It was the one I’d been skipping across the water the afternoon we met. He’d fished it out after I’d left.

I looked from the stone to the photo to the underwear, then up at his face. His expression was utterly open, utterly unguarded.

“Proof,” I whispered.

“Not proof,” he said softly. “A reminder. That it was real.”

I put the stone back, closed the lid. I stepped into him, wrapping my arms around his waist, resting my head on his chest. His arms came around me, solid and sure.

“It’s real,” I said. And for the first time in five years, I believed it completely. ## Chapter 7 — The Reminder

I held onto him for a long time, breathing in the scent of him—salt, damp wool, the faint cedar of the woodstove. The reality of him. My cheek pressed against the steady beat of his heart. He didn’t speak, just rested his chin on the top of my head, his hands moving in slow, warm circles on my back. The box sat on the table between us and the rest of the world, a quiet, monumental thing.

Eventually, I pulled back, but not far. I kept my hands on his hips, his on my shoulders. The air in the small kitchen was charged, thick with everything that had just been pulled out of the dark and into the light.

“You kept it all,” I said.

“I kept it all.”

“Why?”

His thumbs stroked the hollows of my collarbones. “Because it was the only weekend of my life that felt like mine. Not the farm’s, not my father’s ghost, not the bank’s. Mine. And you were at the center of it.” He paused, his gaze searching mine. “I told myself I was keeping the farm for your family. For your dad. And that was true, at first. But after a year… it was for the chance. The one-in-a-million chance you’d walk back down that dock.”

My throat tightened. “I spent five years trying to forget.”

“I know.” A small, sad smile touched his mouth. “You were good at it.”

“I wasn’t,” I whispered. “I was terrible at it.”

That seemed to undo something in him. His hands slid up to cradle my face, calloused palms rough and gentle against my skin. He leaned in and pressed his forehead to mine. We stood like that, breathing the same air, for what felt like an age. The past and the present were a closed loop, the ends finally soldered together.

“Mira,” he said, my name a low rumble in his chest.

“Jonah.”

“I want to show you something else.”

He took my hand and led me out of the kitchen, past the small living room with its sagging couch and the woodstove, down a short hallway. I’d never been back here. There were two doors. He opened the one on the left.

It was his bedroom. Simple, almost stark. A large, unmade bed with a faded navy duvet. A dresser made of the same rough-hewn wood as the kitchen table. A window overlooking the water, the panes streaked with salt spray. The floor was bare plank. It smelled like him, unmistakably him—clean sweat, ocean, and something essentially male.

He didn’t turn on the light; the dusk filtering through the window painted everything in shades of blue and gray.

“Come here,” he said, and his voice had changed. It was quieter, but layered with an intensity that made my stomach flip.

I stepped into the room. He closed the door behind us with a soft, definitive click. The sound was loud in the quiet.

He turned to face me. “Five years ago, we didn’t talk about it. We just… did it. And then you left.”

I nodded, my mouth dry.

“I don’t want that this time. I want you to know what I want. And I want to know what you want. Right now. With words.”

My heart was a frantic bird against my ribs. This was the precipice. The one I’d run from. I could still run. I could make an excuse, walk out, drive back to the motel in town. He’d let me. I knew he would.

I didn’t want to run.

“Okay,” I said.

He took a step closer. “That weekend… what we did. The marking. It wasn’t just a thing for me, Mira. It was the thing. The most intimate thing I’d ever done. The most intimate thing I’ve ever imagined. I’ve thought about it every day since you left.”

A shiver ran through me, hot and cold at once. “Me too.”

“Do you still want it?”

The question hung between us, immense. I forced myself to meet his eyes. “Yes.”

“Tell me what you want.”

I swallowed. My mind went blank, then filled with a cascade of sensory memory—the warm weight of him over me, the shocking, primal heat, the feeling of being claimed in the most fundamental way. The peace that followed.

“I want you,” I started, the words clumsy. “I want you to… to take me. To make me yours. Like you did then. I want to feel it. All of it.”

He closed his eyes for a second, as if absorbing a blow. When he opened them, the pale blue was almost black. “And after? When I’m inside you? When I’m on you?”

“I want that, too. I want you to… to let go. On me. In me. I want to be marked by you, Jonah. I want the proof on my skin.”

A low sound escaped him, part groan, part sigh. He reached for me, his hand sliding behind my neck, pulling me in. His kiss wasn’t gentle. It was hungry, desperate, a five-year famine finally breaking. I opened for him instantly, my hands fisting in the worn fabric of his shirt. He tasted of coffee and the sea, and the sheer familiarity of it, the rightness, broke something open inside me. I kissed him back with equal fervor, my tongue tangling with his, my body pressing against the hard, unyielding line of his.

He walked me backward until my knees hit the edge of the bed. He broke the kiss, both of us breathing hard.

“Clothes,” he said, the word a rough command. “Off.”

My fingers trembled as I pulled my sweater over my head. He yanked his own shirt off, revealing the torso I’d only felt through fabric—broad shoulders, a chest dusted with sandy hair, the lean muscles of his stomach. He was beautiful. Weather-worn and real.

I unbuttoned my jeans, pushed them and my panties down in one motion, stepping out of them. He did the same, kicking his jeans and boxer briefs aside. And then he was naked before me, fully erect, his cock thick and heavy against his stomach. The sight sent a bolt of pure lust straight to my core, making me gasp.

He looked at me, his gaze a physical touch sweeping from my face to my breasts, down my stomach, to the thatch of dark hair between my legs. “Christ, Mira. You’re even more beautiful than I remember.”

He came to me then, lowering me onto the bed. The sheets were cool, smelling of laundry soap and him. He followed me down, covering my body with his, and the feel of his skin against mine—hot, slightly rough—was an electric shock. I wrapped my legs around his hips, arching up, seeking friction. He settled between my thighs, the head of his cock nudging against my opening, but he didn’t enter me. Not yet.

He kissed me again, slower now, deeper, his hand coming up to cup my breast, his thumb circling my nipple until it was a hard, aching point. He bent his head and took it into his mouth, sucking, laving, and I cried out, my fingers digging into his shoulders.

“Jonah, please…”

He moved to my other breast, giving it the same devoted attention. Then his mouth began a slow, torturous descent down my body. He kissed the hollow of my stomach, the jut of my hip bone. He nudged my thighs wider with his shoulders and then his breath was on me, warm and damp against my pussy.

I lifted my head to watch him, the sight of his sandy hair between my legs making my clit throb. He looked up at me, his eyes holding mine, and then he lowered his mouth and licked a slow, firm stripe from my entrance to my clit.

“Oh, God.” My head fell back.

He did it again, and again, setting a rhythm that was maddeningly deliberate. Then he focused on my clit, sucking it gently into his mouth, flicking it with his tongue. Pleasure coiled tight in my belly, sharp and bright. He slid one finger, then two, inside me, curling them, finding a spot that made me jerk and moan. He worked me with his mouth and his fingers until I was trembling on the edge, my hips rocking against his face.

“I’m close… Jonah, I’m so close…”

He pulled away. I whimpered at the loss. He moved back up my body, his cock pressing insistently against my wetness. He braced himself on his forearms, his face inches from mine.

“Look at me,” he said.

I opened my eyes. His were blazing.

“This is mine,” he said, his voice guttural. He pushed forward, an inch, filling me slowly. “This heat. This wetness. Mine.”

He sank deeper, stretching me, completing me in a way I’d forgotten was possible. A broken sob escaped my lips.

“And I am yours,” he ground out, seating himself fully inside me, our bodies flush. “Every part of me. You own it.”

He began to move. Slow, deep, punishing strokes that dragged against every sensitive nerve inside me. It wasn’t just sex. It was a reclamation. Each thrust was a word we hadn’t said five years ago. Mine. Yours. Stay. Real.

I met him stroke for stroke, my heels digging into the backs of his thighs, my nails scoring his back. The room filled with the sounds of our breathing, the slick slap of skin, the creak of the bed. The light had faded to deep twilight, shrouding us in intimacy.

“Tell me,” he demanded, his pace increasing, driving into me with more force.

“It’s yours,” I panted. “All yours.”

“Who do you belong to?”

“You. Jonah. Only you.”

He crushed his mouth to mine, swallowing my cries. The coil inside me was winding impossibly tight, fueled by his words, his possession, the sheer visceral rightness of his cock moving inside me. I could feel his own control fraying, his rhythm becoming more erratic, his breaths coming in ragged gusts against my neck.

“I’m gonna come,” I gasped. “Inside me, please, I need to feel you when I come…”

“Not yet.” He groaned, pulling out of me suddenly.

I cried out in protest, but he was already moving, flipping me onto my hands and knees with a firm hand on my hip. He positioned himself behind me, one hand on my back, the other guiding his cock back to my entrance. He pushed in again, from behind, deeper this time, and the new angle made me see stars.

“Now,” he growled, driving into me. “Come for me, Mira. Let go.”

It was the permission I needed. The first wave hit me, a crashing, blinding release that tore a scream from my throat. My inner muscles clenched around him, milking his cock, and that was all it took. With a shout that was almost a roar, he thrust home one final, brutal time and came.

I felt the hot, pulsing rush of him filling me, and a second, smaller orgasm rippled through me, leaving me weak and shuddering.

He stayed there, buried inside me, his body draped over my back, both of us panting, sweating, trembling in the aftermath. Slowly, carefully, he pulled out. I collapsed onto my stomach, boneless. He collapsed beside me, on his back.

For minutes, there was only the sound of our breathing slowing, the distant cry of a gull, the lap of water against the pilings below.

Then, he shifted. He propped himself up on one elbow and looked down at me. His expression was serious, focused. He placed a hand on my lower back.

“Turn over.”

My limbs felt like lead, but I managed to roll onto my back. He looked at my stomach, my thighs, glistening with our mixed release. His jaw tightened.

“This isn’t all,” he said quietly. “I need… I need to see it on you.”

The heat, which had banked to a warm glow, flickered back to life. I understood. The marking wasn’t complete. Not for him. Not for me.

“Okay,” I whispered.

He got off the bed. I watched him walk, naked and utterly unselfconscious, to the doorway. He disappeared into the hall and returned a moment later with a towel, which he laid on the bed beside me. Then he went to the window and opened it a few inches. The cool, salt-tinged night air washed into the room.

He came back to the bed and knelt between my legs. He didn’t touch me yet. He just looked, his gaze a physical weight.

“I’ve dreamed of this,” he said, almost to himself. “The way your skin looks after. Pink. Warm. Marked.”

He leaned down then, but not to kiss me. He put his mouth to my inner thigh, just above my knee, and sucked gently. A love bite. A claiming. He made his way up, slowly, sucking and licking a trail along my thigh, each kiss a brand. He did the same to the other thigh. My skin was singing, oversensitive and alive.

Then he nudged my legs wider. He lowered his head and licked, slowly, thoroughly, cleaning the spend from my skin. The intimacy of the act was so profound it stole my breath. It wasn’t servile; it was reverent. He was tasting himself on me, reclaiming what was his, worshiping the evidence of our joining.

When he was done, he moved up my body, kissing my stomach, my ribs, the valley between my breasts. He was hard again, his cock pressing against my hip.

He looked into my eyes. “Now.”

He didn’t have to explain. I knew. I spread my legs for him, guiding him back to my entrance. He sank into me with a deep sigh, the fit still perfect, still overwhelming. He began to move again, a slow, grinding rhythm, his eyes locked on mine.

“Touch yourself,” he murmured. “Let me watch you come while I’m inside you.”

My hand slid down between our bodies. My fingers found my clit, swollen and sensitive. I circled it, my movements growing quicker as his thrusts deepened. He watched, mesmerized, his pupils blown wide.

“That’s it,” he breathed. “Let me see.”

The dual stimulation—his cock filling me, my fingers on my clit—was too much. A third orgasm built, faster and sharper than the others. I cried out, my back arching off the bed as it ripped through me, my inner walls fluttering wildly around him.

He followed me over the edge with a choked gasp, his body going rigid. But this time, he didn’t come inside me. At the last possible second, he pulled out. Hot stripes of his release landed across my lower belly, my pubic bone, the tops of my thighs.

The feeling was shocking, primal, and utterly erotic. I watched his face as he did it, saw the stark, unvarnished pleasure there, the total surrender to the act.

He finished, his cock giving a final twitch. He looked down at his work, at the evidence of his possession painting my skin. His breath hitched.

For a long moment, neither of us moved. He was still kneeling between my legs, I was splayed open before him, marked, claimed, utterly his.

Slowly, he reached for the towel. He dipped a corner into the glass of water on his nightstand. With exquisite tenderness, he began to clean me. He wiped the spend from my stomach, my thighs, each stroke gentle and deliberate. He wasn’t erasing it; he was tending to it. Completing the ritual.

When he was done, he tossed the towel to the floor. Then he lay down beside me and gathered me into his arms, pulling the duvet over both of us. My head found its place on his chest. His heart thudded a strong, steady rhythm under my ear.

We lay in silence for a long time. The moon had risen, casting a silver path across the water visible through the window.

“That,” he said finally, his voice raspy with exhaustion and emotion, “is what I wanted. What I’ve been waiting for.”

I traced the line of his collarbone with my finger. “It was real,” I said again, the words holding a new, solid weight.

“It’s real,” he confirmed. He kissed the top of my head. “And you’re not leaving in the morning.”

It wasn’t a question.

“No,” I said, snuggling closer. “I’m not leaving in the morning.”

Sleep pulled at me, a heavy, satisfied tide. Just before I slipped under, I felt his arms tighten around me, holding me fast, as if even in sleep he was making sure I’d stay. And for the first time in five years, the thought of staying didn’t terrify me. It felt like the only true thing in the world. ## Chapter 8 — The Next Day

I woke to the smell of coffee and the sound of Jonah moving quietly in the kitchen below. Sunlight, real morning sunlight, not the silvered ghost from the night before, streamed across the bed. For a long moment, I just lay there, cataloging the sensations. The heavy, warm weight of the duvet. The slight, pleasant ache in muscles I hadn’t used in years. The ghost of his touch on my skin, a memory so vivid it felt like a fresh brand.

And his scent. It was everywhere. On the pillow, on the sheets, on me.

The night came back in a warm, flooding rush. The box. His confession. The way he’d held me down and marked me, his control absolute, his tenderness absolute. The clean, sharp smell of him on my skin, and the even sharper feeling of belonging to it. Of wanting it. It’s real.

My stomach gave a low, fluttering clench. I stretched, feeling the sheets slide against my bare legs. I was naked. He’d cleaned me, but he hadn’t dressed me. He’d just put me to bed, in his bed, and held me all night. As if I belonged there.

The floorboards creaked. I heard his footsteps on the stairs, slow and deliberate. I pulled the sheet up to my chin, a sudden, ridiculous spike of shyness hitting me. Last night, in the dark, with the past and the present colliding, it had felt inevitable. Now, in the clear, sober morning light of a day I had promised to stay for, everything felt terrifyingly new.

He appeared in the doorway, holding two mugs. He was wearing a pair of faded jeans, low on his hips, and nothing else. His hair was damp, pushed back from his forehead, and his chest and shoulders bore the faint, pink lines of my nails from the night before. The sight of them, the proof of my possession on his skin, sent a bolt of pure heat straight to my core.

He leaned against the doorjamb, his eyes traveling over me, taking in the sheet clutched to my chest, the riot of my hair on his pillow. A slow, quiet smile touched his mouth. It wasn’t the sharp, hungry smile from last night. This was softer. More devastating.

“Morning,” he said, his voice still gravelly from sleep.

“Morning.” My own voice came out a whisper.

He walked over and set one mug on the nightstand. “Coffee. Black. I remember.”

I did. From five years ago. One weekend, a thousand tiny details, all preserved. “You do.”

He didn’t sit. He just looked down at me, the smile fading into something more serious. “You slept.”

“I did.” “No nightmares?” I shook my head. “No. Just… deep.”

“Good.” He took a sip from his own mug, his eyes never leaving mine. “I have to go check the lines. Storm’s supposed to roll in late tonight, want to make sure everything’s battened down. Be a couple hours.”

A thread of disappointment, thin but sharp, pulled tight in my chest. I’d just woken up in his bed. I’d just promised to stay. And he was leaving to go to work. It was logical. It was adult. It felt like a bucket of cold water.

“Okay,” I said, trying to keep my voice neutral.

He saw right through it. He always had. He set his mug down next to mine, then sat on the edge of the bed. The mattress dipped under his weight, pulling me toward him slightly. He reached out and tucked a strand of hair behind my ear, his rough fingertips grazing my cheek.

“I’m not running, Mira,” he said quietly. “The farm doesn’t run itself. And I need…” He paused, searching for the words. “I need to walk on the dock and remember how to breathe like a normal man for a minute. Last night…”

“I know,” I said quickly, the shyness evaporating under his touch. “I know. It’s a lot.”

“It’s everything.” He said it simply, a statement of fact. “So I’ll go do my work. You drink your coffee. There’s eggs and stuff in the fridge if you want. Or you can just lie here. This is your bed now, too. For as long as you want it.”

Your bed now, too. The words settled in my bones, warm as the sunlight.

“When you get back,” I said, the words leaving my mouth before I could second-guess them, “will you show me? The farm, I mean. Not just the dock. The sorting shed, the tanks… how it all works now.”

His eyes lit, a quiet, proud flame. “Yeah,” he said. “I’d like that.”

He leaned in then, and kissed me. It wasn’t the desperate, claiming kiss from last night. It was a morning kiss. Slow, tasting of coffee and promise. A kiss that said I’m coming back. When he pulled away, I was breathless.

“Couple hours,” he repeated, standing up. He grabbed his mug and headed for the door. At the threshold, he looked back. “Don’t wear shoes.”

Then he was gone, his footsteps retreating down the stairs. A moment later, the front door opened and closed.

Silence. The old house sighed around me. I reached for the coffee and took a sip. It was perfect. I lay back against the pillows, letting the reality of the situation sink in. Jonah Riley. The oyster farm. My home. It was all one tangled, inseparable thing now, and I was at the center of it.

Eventually, the coffee was gone and my bladder was protesting. I got out of bed, my legs a little unsteady. I found my panties and his t-shirt from the night before discarded on the floor and put them on. The soft, worn cotton smelled overwhelmingly of him. I padded downstairs, used the small bathroom off the kitchen, and then just… looked around.

In the daylight, his house was exactly as I remembered from five years ago, and completely different. It was still ramshackle, the floors slanted, the windowsills painted and repainted so many times the layers were thick as frosting. But it was clean. Organized. The kitchen counters were clear, a bowl of lemons sitting by the sink. Books were stacked neatly on a shelf by the wood stove—field guides to marine life, volumes on sustainable aquaculture, a few well-worn novels. It wasn’t a bachelor’s crash pad. It was a home. A home he’d been keeping, waiting.

I made myself scrambled eggs and toast, ate standing at the sink looking out at the cove. The water was a flat, steely gray under a high overcast sky. The promised storm was gathering out at sea. I could feel it in the heavy, static air.

After I washed my dish, I wandered. I didn’t go upstairs to the bedroom. That felt too intimate, too soon to revisit without him. Instead, I looked at the books. I ran my fingers over the spines. I looked at the few pictures on the walls—an old black-and-white of the farm from maybe the 1950s, a framed map of the coastline.

My eyes kept drifting to the living room shelf. The box was gone. He must have put it away after I fell asleep. The absence of it was somehow more potent than its presence had been. It meant he was done keeping it as a shrine. The past was out of the box now, living and breathing between us in the present.

I needed air. I pushed open the front door and stepped onto the porch. The air was cool and damp, thick with the smell of salt and tidal mud. I walked down the path to the dock, barefoot as instructed. The planks were cool and slightly rough under my feet. I walked all the way to the end, to the spot where I’d first seen him two days ago, a silent, weathered statue against the sky.

Now, I was the one standing there. I looked out at his work. The long lines of oyster cages, the buoys bobbing gently. A skiff with an outboard was puttering slowly along one of the lines, two figures in oilskins working. Jonah and one of his guys, probably. I watched him move, efficient and sure, hauling a cage up, inspecting it, lowering it back down. This was his world. And he’d just invited me into it.

The couple of hours stretched into three. I went back inside, found a novel on his shelf that looked interesting, and curled up on the sofa to read. But I couldn’t concentrate. Every sound—the cry of a gull, the creak of the house—had me looking up, expecting him.

Finally, I heard the skiff’s engine cut off, then the solid thump of boots on the dock. My heart kicked against my ribs. I put the book down, smoothed the t-shirt over my thighs, and waited.

The door opened. He came in, bringing the outside with him—the smell of cold water, wet rope, and clean sweat. He shed his oilskin jacket and hung it on a peg, toeing off his heavy boots. He was wearing a thick wool sweater over a thermal shirt, and his jeans were damp at the cuffs. His face was wind-raw and beautiful.

“Hey,” he said, his gaze finding me immediately on the couch.

“Hey. Everything secure?”

“Secure enough. We’ll see what the night brings.” He walked into the kitchen, poured himself a glass of water from the tap, and drank it down in a few long gulps. He watched me over the rim of the glass. “You been okay in here?”

“I’ve been… settling.”

He nodded, as if that was the exact right word. He set the glass in the sink. “You still want that tour?”

“Yes.”

“Alright. Put on a coat. It’s getting cold out there.”

I found my sweater and followed him back outside. He didn’t take me to the dock first. Instead, he led me around the side of the house to a long, low building I remembered as a rusting storage shed. It had been rebuilt. New corrugated metal siding, a solid-looking door.

“The heart of the operation,” he said, unlocking the door and flipping on a light.

It was a sorting and purification shed. The concrete floor was wet and clean. On one side, there were large, shallow tanks with constantly circulating seawater. Oysters, still in their mesh bags, were submerged in them.

“Purification tanks,” he said, his voice taking on a different tone—proud, knowledgeable. “State requires forty-eight hours in UV-treated water after harvest. Gets rid of any bacteria. These,” he pointed to a series of stainless steel tables with grooves and hoses, “are the sorting and grading tables. We sort by size, chip off the big barnacles, give ’em a rinse.”

He walked me through the entire process, from the harvest to the boxing for shipment. He showed me the walk-in cooler, the packing materials. His hands, those permanently cracked hands, moved with a reverent precision as he handled the oysters, as if they were jewels.

“You’ve built something amazing here, Jonah,” I said, my voice hushed in the chilly, humming space.

“I just kept it going,” he said, but I heard the pride. “Your dad had the right idea, just… the wrong time. And his heart wasn’t in it at the end.”

“No,” I agreed softly. “It wasn’t.”

He leaned back against the sorting table, crossing his arms. The professional demeanor slipped, and the man from last night—the man from five years ago—was back in his eyes. “Why’d you really come back, Mira? Not because your mom asked. You could have sent a check, hired a lawyer from DC.”

I hugged myself against the chill. “I told you. I was tired.”

“Tired of what?”

“Of pretending I didn’t think about this place. About this dock. About the smell of the mudflats at low tide. About you.” The confession tumbled out, raw and true. “I had a life. A good one, on paper. An apartment, a job that mattered, friends. But it all felt… laminated. Sealed off. Nothing ever got in deep enough to mark it. And I realized I was the one who’d sealed it. Because the last time I let something in deep, it ruined me for anything else.”

He was utterly still. “And now?”

“Now I’m standing in your sorting shed, and I can feel the cold coming up through the concrete into my feet, and I can smell the ozone from the coming storm, and you’re looking at me like you know every secret my body has ever kept. And it doesn’t feel like ruin. It feels like coming up for air.”

He pushed off the table and closed the distance between us in two strides. He didn’t kiss me. He just framed my face with his cold, rough hands, his thumbs stroking my cheekbones. “You marked me last night, too,” he said, his voice low. “You see these?” He tilted his head, indicating the scratches on his shoulder I’d seen earlier.

“I see them.” “I hope they scar.”

A shuddering breath left me. The air between us crackled, the sterile, practical atmosphere of the shed suddenly charged with a potent, intimate heat.

“Show me the rest,” I whispered.

He took my hand, his fingers threading tightly through mine, and led me back outside, to the dock. He showed me the skiff, the winch system for hauling cages, explaining the cycle of the tides, the seasons for spawning, the predators to watch for. I listened, but mostly I watched him. The passion in his voice was a physical thing. This was his language. This was how he loved.

The wind picked up, whipping my hair across my face. The sky was darkening to the west, a bruised purple rolling in over the water.

“Storm’s coming in faster,” Jonah said, squinting at the horizon. “We should get inside.”

We walked back to the house, hand in hand. This time, the silence between us wasn’t strained or heavy. It was full. As soon as the door closed behind us, shutting out the growing roar of the wind, the space between us collapsed.

He turned to me, his back against the door, and pulled me into him. Our mouths met in a kiss that was neither soft nor slow. It was a claiming, a continuation. The taste of salt and coffee and him flooded my senses. I wrapped my arms around his neck, my fingers digging into the thick wool of his sweater. He walked me backward, through the living room, toward the stairs, never breaking the kiss.

In the bedroom, the gray storm light painted everything in shades of charcoal and pearl. He broke the kiss long enough to pull his sweater and thermal shirt over his head in one motion. Then his hands were under the hem of the t-shirt I wore, his palms skating up my ribs, pushing the fabric up. I raised my arms and he stripped it off me, leaving me in just my panties.

His eyes drank me in, hot and dark. “Last night was about then,” he said, his voice a rough scrape. “This is about now.”

He reached for the button of his jeans, undid it, pushed them and his boxers down in one shove. His cock sprang free, already fully hard, thick and flushed. The sight of it, after so long, sent a jolt of pure, liquid need straight to my core. My mouth watered.

“Come here,” I said.

He closed the distance, his hands going to my hips, pulling me flush against him. The feel of his hard, hot length against my stomach made me gasp. He kissed me again, deep and searching, one hand tangling in my hair, the other sliding down to cup my ass, squeezing.

I broke the kiss, panting. “Jonah. I need you. Now.”

A low growl rumbled in his chest. He walked me backward until my knees hit the bed. He pushed me down, not roughly, but with a firm, deliberate certainty that made my pussy clench. He followed me down, covering my body with his, the weight of him anchoring me to the mattress. He kissed my neck, my collarbone, the valley between my breasts.

“You’re so fucking beautiful,” he murmured against my skin, his breath hot. “All these years, I only ever pictured you right here.”

He took one nipple into his mouth, sucking hard, his tongue flicking the peak. I cried out, arching off the bed, my hands fisting in his hair. He moved to the other breast, giving it the same devoted, torturous attention. His hips rocked against mine, the hard ridge of his cock grinding against my clit through the thin fabric of my panties. Pleasure, sharp and bright, sparked through me.

“Please,” I begged, my hips bucking against his. “Jonah, please.”

He hooked his thumbs in the waistband of my panties and dragged them down my legs, tossing them aside. Then he settled between my thighs, his hands spreading me open. He looked at me, at my pussy, exposed and wet for him, and the raw hunger on his face was the most erotic thing I’d ever seen.

“Look at you,” he breathed. “So ready for me. Always so ready for me.”

He lowered his head.

The first stroke of his tongue, broad and flat, up the length of my slit, made me shout. It was electric, an immediate, direct line to every nerve ending. He licked me like he was starving, like he was memorizing a taste he’d been dreaming of for half a decade. He circled my clit with the tip of his tongue, then sucked it gently into his mouth.

“Oh, god!” My back bowed. My hands flew to his head, holding him there. He ate me with a single-minded intensity that shattered every coherent thought. The room filled with the wet, slick sounds of his mouth on me, my ragged moans, the rising howl of the wind outside. The storm was here, and it was nothing compared to the one he was building inside me.

He slid two fingers inside me, curling them, finding a spot that made me see stars. His mouth never left my clit, sucking, licking, driving me higher and higher. The pressure built, a coiling, unbearable tension in my lower belly.

“Jonah, I’m gonna… I’m gonna come…”

He hummed against me, the vibration tipping me over the edge. My orgasm ripped through me, a violent, blinding wave of pleasure that tore a scream from my throat. I shook, my thighs clamping around his head as he rode me through it, his tongue gentling to soft, lapping strokes until I was a trembling, oversensitive mess.

He kissed his way up my body, his lips and chin glistening with my release. He kissed my stomach, my breasts, my throat, finally capturing my mouth. I could taste myself on his tongue, salty and musky and intimately mine. The possessiveness of it, the sheer animal claiming, made a fresh surge of want flood my veins.

“I need you inside me,” I panted against his lips. “Now. Please.”

He reached between us, his hand wrapping around his cock, guiding the broad head to my entrance. He pressed forward, just an inch, and we both groaned at the feeling. I was so wet, so open from my climax, but he was big, and the stretch was exquisite.

“Look at me,” he commanded, his voice strained.

I opened my eyes, meeting his. His gaze was locked on mine, fierce and unguarded.

“This is us,” he said, pushing in another inch. “This is now.”

“Yes,” I breathed.

He sank home in one slow, relentless thrust, filling me completely, a perfect, stretching fullness that stole the air from my lungs. He held there, buried to the hilt, his body trembling with the effort of his control. Our breaths mingled, ragged and hot.

Then he began to move.

He set a deep, punishing rhythm, each stroke dragging against every sensitive spot inside me. He braced his forearms on either side of my head, caging me in, his eyes never leaving mine. This wasn’t the frantic, desperate fucking of our youth. This was deliberate. This was a conversation. Each thrust was a question: Do you feel this? Do you remember? Do you want this? And my body answered with each roll of my hips, each gasp, each nail scoring down his back: Yes. Yes. Yes.

The wind battered the house, rain lashing the windows. We were in our own tempest, the only sound our skin slapping together, our ragged breaths, our choked-off cries. The coil began to tighten again, deeper this time, a slow-building pressure that felt like it would break me apart.

“Touch yourself,” he growled. “Let me watch you come on my cock.”

His words were the final trigger. I slid a hand between our sweat-slick bodies, my fingers finding my clit, swollen and throbbing. Two quick circles and I was there, shattering. My pussy clamped around him, milking his length in rhythmic pulses. A broken sob tore from my throat as the waves of pleasure crashed over me, endless, drowning.

The feel of me coming around him broke his control. With a guttural roar, he drove into me one last, deep time and stilled, his body bowing as he emptied himself inside me in hot, pulsing jets. I felt every spasm, the intimate flood of his release, the final, primal mark.

He collapsed on top of me, his weight a welcome anchor as we both gasped for air, our hearts hammering a frantic, synchronized beat against each other’s chests. Slowly, he rolled to his side, taking me with him, keeping us joined. He nuzzled into my hair, his breath hot on my neck.

We lay like that for a long time, as the storm raged outside, as our bodies cooled and our heartbeats slowed. The room was dark now, the only light a faint glow from the window as the day died.

Eventually, he softened and slipped out of me. A warm trickle followed, a visceral reminder of what we’d done. He felt it too, his hand smoothing over my stomach, possessive.

“Stay right here,” he murmured, his voice thick with satiation.

He got up, naked and gloriously unselfconscious, and went into the bathroom. I heard water running. He came back with a warm, wet cloth. Just like the night before, he tended to me, cleaning the mess from my thighs, my stomach, with the same tender, ritualistic care. This wasn’t an erasure. It was an acknowledgment. A completion.

He tossed the cloth toward the bathroom door and got back into bed, pulling the covers over us and gathering me into his arms. I nestled into his side, my head on his chest, listening to the steady thunder of his heart.

The storm outside was beginning to abate, the wind dropping to a low moan.

“You asked me this morning if I had nightmares,” I said into the quiet. “I didn’t. But for five years, I had the same dream. I was on a dock, and the water was rising, and I couldn’t find the shore. I was just… untethered.”

He kissed the top of my head. “And now?”

“Now I’m here. And the water can rise all it wants.” I tipped my head back to look at him. “You’re my shore, Jonah.”

His arms tightened around me. In the dim light, I saw his throat work. He didn’t say anything. He didn’t have to. He just held me, as the last of the storm passed over us, leaving nothing but the sound of our breathing and the deep, solid peace of a promise kept. ## Chapter 9 — Shoreline

I woke to the smell of coffee and the sound of rain, a soft, persistent drizzle now instead of the roaring storm. Jonah’s arms were still around me, his body warm and solid against mine. He was awake, watching me.

“Morning,” he said, his voice a low rumble in the quiet room.

“Morning.” I stretched against him, feeling the pleasant ache in my muscles, the memory of his hands, his mouth, his body pressed into mine. I felt marked, claimed in a way that went deeper than skin. It wasn’t just the physical evidence he’d cleaned away; it was the permission, the surrender, the trust that had settled into my bones. I’d given him something I’d kept locked away for five years, and he’d held it like it was precious.

He brushed his thumb over my cheek. “Coffee’s made.”

“You’re a saint.”

He smiled, a slow, easy thing that crinkled the corners of his eyes. “Not even close.”

He got up, and I watched him pull on a pair of worn jeans, no shirt. The sight of his back, the muscles moving under skin, the faint scratches from my nails, made my stomach tighten with a fresh, hungry curl of desire. It wasn’t frantic anymore. It was a deep, patient pull. I knew what he could do to me. I wanted it again.

I wrapped the sheet around myself and followed him into the kitchen. The little house was cozy in the gray morning light. He handed me a mug of black coffee, strong and bitter, just how I liked it. We stood by the window overlooking the dock, the water a dull silver under the rain.

“The boat’s okay,” he said, nodding toward the skiff tied below. “Took a beating, but she’s floating.”

“We took a beating too,” I said, sipping the coffee. “We’re floating.”

He looked at me, his gaze steady. “Better than okay.”

The day unfolded slowly, a lazy Sunday with no urgency. We didn’t talk about what had happened, not directly. It lived in the space between us, in the way his hand lingered on my waist when he passed me a plate, in the way I caught him looking at me like he was memorizing something. We ate eggs and toast. He showed me the logbook for the farm, the neat columns of numbers tracking oyster yields, water temperatures, sales. His handwriting was surprisingly precise.

“You’ve built something real here,” I said, tracing a column with my finger.

“It was already real. Your family built it. I just… kept it ticking.”

“You bought it. You invested. You made it thrive. That’s more than ticking, Jonah.”

He shrugged, a little uncomfortable with the praise. “It’s a good place. Worth keeping.”

For who? I thought. For me? The question hung in the air, but I didn’t ask it. The answer was in the box on his shelf, in the way he’d cleaned my skin last night, in the five years of quiet waiting.

Later, we walked the dock, checking the lines, the floats. The rain had stopped, leaving the world damp and clean. I was barefoot, the cool, rough planks familiar under my feet. He worked beside me, his hands competent and sure. The physical labor was a relief, a way to move the energy that simmered between us into something practical. He hauled a crate, and I saw the flex of his biceps, the sweat dampening the hair at his nape. My mouth went dry.

By afternoon, the sun broke through, weak and pale, casting long shadows. We were back in the house, the silence rich and full. He was at the sink, washing our few dishes. I stood behind him, watching the water run over his hands.

I couldn’t wait anymore.

I stepped forward and pressed my body against his back, my arms circling his waist. He froze, then slowly set the plate down. His hands, still wet, came to rest on my arms.

“Mira?”

“I want you,” I said, my voice clear and low. “Again. Now.”

He turned in my embrace, his face serious. “You’re sure?”

“I’ve never been more sure of anything.”

He cupped my face, his thumb stroking my lower lip. “I want to hear you. Every part of it. I want you to tell me what you want.”

My heart hammered against my ribs. “I want you to touch me. I want you inside me. I want… I want what we did last night. I want to feel you claim me. I want to drink you. I want you to mark me.”

The words, so blunt, so raw, hung in the air. He didn’t look shocked. He looked… satisfied. Like I’d finally handed him the key to a door he’d been standing outside of for years.

“Okay,” he said, simply. “Okay.”

He led me not to the bedroom, but to the living room, to the worn sofa that faced the window overlooking the water. The light was golden now, late afternoon sun cutting through the clouds.

“Here,” he said. “Where I can see you and the water at the same time.”

He sat on the sofa and pulled me onto his lap, straddling him. My knees bracketed his hips, the thin fabric of my shorts and his jeans the only barrier. I could feel the hard heat of him already pressing against me. He leaned back, his hands coming to my thighs, holding me there.

“Take off your shirt,” he said.

I obeyed, pulling my t-shirt over my head, dropping it to the floor. I wasn’t wearing a bra. He looked at my breasts, his gaze a physical touch. His hands moved up from my thighs to my waist, then to my breasts. He cupped them, weighing them, then his thumbs brushed over my nipples. They tightened instantly, aching.

“You’re so beautiful,” he murmured, not like a compliment, but like a fact. “All this time, I kept the picture. But the picture wasn’t enough.”

He bent his head and kissed one nipple, then the other. His mouth was warm, his lips soft, but the suction was deliberate, strong. He licked, he suckled, he bit gently. I arched into him, my hands gripping his shoulders. Pleasure, sharp and sweet, radiated out from my breasts, down to my belly, down to my clit, which was already throbbing with need.

“Jonah…”

“Tell me,” he said, his mouth still on my skin.

“It feels… it feels like you’re drawing everything right to the center of me. I’m so wet. I can feel it.”

He lifted his head, his eyes dark. “Show me.”

I shifted back, off his lap, and stood before him. I hooked my thumbs in the waistband of my shorts and panties and pushed them down, stepping out of them. I stood naked in the afternoon light, the breeze from the window cool on my skin. His eyes traveled over me, from my face, down my body, to the apex of my thighs.

“Come back,” he said, his voice rough.

I climbed onto his lap again, the bare skin of my thighs against his jeans, my pussy pressing against the hard bulge of his cock. He wrapped one arm around my back, holding me close, and his other hand went between my legs.

His fingers found my clit first, a slow, circling pressure. I gasped, my head falling forward onto his shoulder. He worked me with a knowing patience, building the heat, the pulse, until I was rocking against his hand, my breath coming in short pants.

“I remember this,” he whispered into my ear. “The way you get so hot, so fast. The way you taste.”

His fingers slid lower, dipping into my opening. I was slick, dripping. He gathered my wetness and brought his fingers back to my clit, spreading it, making the glide smoother, hotter. I moaned, a low, helpless sound.

“Please…”

“Please what?”

“Your cock. I need it.”

He undid his jeans, pushed them and his boxers down just enough to free himself. His cock sprang up, thick and erect, the head flushed dark. He didn’t touch himself. He looked at me, his hand still working my clit.

“Take it,” he said. “Put me inside you.”

I reached down, my hand trembling, and gripped his shaft. It was hot, hard, velvety. I guided him to my entrance, then, holding his shoulders, I sank down.

The penetration was slow, profound. He filled me utterly, a stretching, claiming pressure that made my eyes roll back. I took him all, until I was seated fully on his lap, his cock buried deep inside me. We both froze, suspended in the feeling.

“God,” he breathed, his arms tightening around me. “Mira.”

I began to move. Slowly at first, just a rise and fall, feeling every inch of him drag inside me. The friction was exquisite, a building fire. He matched my rhythm, his hips pushing up when I sank down. His hand left my clit and went to my ass, gripping me, guiding me.

The pace increased. I rode him, my thighs working, my breasts bouncing. The sounds were raw: my wetness squeezing around his thrusts, his groans, the creak of the old sofa. The sunlight painted our moving bodies in gold.

He was watching my face, his gaze locked on mine. “Tell me what you feel.”

“Full,” I gasped. “So full. It’s like you’re… remaking me from the inside. Every thrust… I can feel it in my throat. I’m going to come.”

“Not yet,” he said, though his own breathing was ragged. “I want more.”

He shifted his grip, one hand on my hip, the other coming to my breast, pinching my nipple hard. The dual sensation, the deep penetration and the sharp pain-pleasure at my breast, sent a shockwave through me. I cried out.

“You can take it,” he said, his voice a low command. “You can take everything I give you.”

His thrusts became harder, more insistent. He was driving up into me, meeting my downstroke with force. The pleasure was climbing, a steep, dizzying peak. I could feel my orgasm gathering, a tight coil in my belly, a buzzing in my clit.

“Jonah, I’m…”

“I know. Let it go. Come on my cock.”

His words, so direct, broke the last restraint. The coil snapped. Pleasure exploded through me, a blinding, white-hot wave. I convulsed around him, my inner muscles clamping on his shaft, milking it. I screamed, a short, sharp sound, and my body went rigid, then limp, shuddering with the aftershocks.

He held me through it, his arms like steel, his cock still pulsing inside me. My orgasm triggered his. With a ragged groan, he thrust up once, twice, three more times, deep and final, and then he froze, his body tensing. I felt the hot spill of his release inside me, flooding my already sensitized channel. The feeling was intimate, profound, a completion.

We stayed like that, joined, for long minutes, breathing hard. The sun shifted, casting longer shadows.

Finally, he softened inside me, and I slipped off his lap, collapsing beside him on the sofa, boneless. He pulled his jeans up but didn’t fasten them. He lay back, pulling me into his side. My head rested on his chest again. I could smell us, sex and sweat and salt air.

He turned his face toward me. “You said you wanted me to mark you.”

I nodded, my eyes closed. “You did.”

“Not like last night.”

I opened my eyes. He was looking at me with a quiet intensity. “What do you mean?”

“I mean,” he said, his hand stroking my hair, “I want to give you what you asked for. All of it. I want to do it here, in the light, where I can see your face.”

My pulse, which had slowed, began to pick up again. The desire wasn’t gone; it was a deep, waiting pool. “Now?”

“If you want.”

I did. The memory of last night, the taste, the submission, the sheer intimacy of it, was a hook in my soul. “Yes.”

He sat up, and I sat up with him. He was still half-undressed, his cock lying soft against his thigh. He looked at me, his expression open, earnest.

“I need you to trust me,” he said. “Not just with this. With everything.”

“I do.”

“Then kneel for me.”

The words were gentle, not an order, but an invitation. I slid off the sofa and knelt on the floor before him, on the rough woven rug. The position felt natural, right. I was looking up at him, the afternoon light framing his face. He was my shore.

He reached for a glass of water that had been sitting on the windowsill. He drank half of it, then set it down. His hands went to his jeans, and he opened them fully, pulling his cock out again. It was soft, but as he touched it, it began to fill, slowly, under his own gentle strokes.

“Watch me,” he said.

I watched. His hand moved on his shaft, his thumb brushing the head. His breathing deepened. He was bringing himself back to full arousal, for me. The sight was profoundly erotic. This wasn’t just about his pleasure; it was a performance, a gift. He was showing me his body, his response, his control.

When he was fully hard again, he stopped touching himself. He looked down at me. “Open your mouth.”

I did, tilting my head up. He guided his cock to my lips. I took the head into my mouth, tasting the clean, salty skin. He didn’t thrust. He just held himself there, letting me acclimate.

“Now,” he said, his voice a low thread of sound. “I’m going to give you what you asked for. You’re going to take it. You’re going to drink it. And then I’m going to clean you, and hold you, and tell you you’re the strongest, bravest woman I know.”

His words unlocked something in my chest, a final, trembling surrender. I nodded, my mouth still around him.

He began a slow, gentle rhythm, pushing into my mouth, not deep, just enough. His hands came to my head, not forcing, just guiding. I relaxed my jaw, let him in. The taste was him, musky and male. I suckled, my tongue moving. He groaned, his hips giving a small jerk.

“That’s it,” he whispered. “Just like that.”

He kept the pace slow, almost meditative. My eyes were open, watching his face, watching the concentration and the pleasure mixing there. My own desire was a quiet hum now, a deep satisfaction. This was trust. This was the thing I’d stopped wanting, that had never stopped wanting me back.

After a few minutes, his rhythm changed. His thrusts became a little deeper, a little more urgent. His breathing shortened. I knew what was coming. I prepared myself, my throat relaxing.

“I’m close,” he said, a warning, a promise.

He pushed in one last time, held himself there, and then I felt the change, the pulse, the hot, sudden release. It flooded my mouth, warm and salty, distinct. I swallowed, once, twice, taking it all, drinking him down as he’d asked. He held himself still until the flow stopped, then slowly, carefully, withdrew.

He looked down at me, his eyes soft, his face flushed. “Okay?”

I nodded, my mouth still tasting him. “Okay.”

He sank onto the sofa, pulling me up with him, onto his lap again. He cradled me, his arms wrapping around me tightly. He kissed my forehead, my cheeks, my mouth, deep and searching.

“You’re incredible,” he said, his voice thick with emotion. “You’re everything.”

He got up again, went to the kitchen, and came back with a clean, damp cloth. Just like before, he tended to me, wiping my face, my chin, with tender care. Then he wiped himself, and tossed the cloth aside.

He sat back, and I curled into him, my head on his shoulder. The sun was sinking, painting the water outside in orange and pink.

“I used to think,” he said slowly, “that what we did… that weekend… was a mistake. A beautiful, terrible mistake. That I’d asked for too much, that I’d broken something by wanting it.”

“You didn’t break me.”

“I know that now. But for five years, I thought I had. So I kept the farm. I kept the picture. I kept the hope that if you ever came back, I could… I could show you that it wasn’t a mistake. That it could be a foundation.”

I turned my face to look at him. “It is.”

He kissed me, slow and deep. “Stay,” he said, not a question, not a plea, just a statement. “Stay with me. Here. On the shore.”

“I’m staying,” I said. “I’m already here.”

We sat in the quiet until the sun disappeared, until the room was lit only by the soft glow of the dock light outside. The peace was absolute. The hunger, for now, was sated. But I knew it would return. This was our dynamic, our language. It would always be there, between us, a deep, trusting current.

Eventually, we got up. He made us a simple dinner—grilled fish from the day’s catch, potatoes fried in a pan. We ate at the small table, our knees touching. We talked about the farm, about the coming fall harvest, about the storm damage that needed repairing. The conversation was normal, everyday, but it was layered over the profound intimacy of the afternoon. Every word felt like a brick in a new wall, a wall we were building together.

After dinner, we cleaned up together. He washed, I dried. Then he took my hand and led me to the bedroom.

This time, the sex was slow, drowsy. We undressed each other with quiet care. We lay side by side on the bed, exploring each other with hands and mouths, not with the frantic hunger of the storm night, or the deliberate ceremony of the afternoon, but with a deep, settled knowing. He kissed every part of me. I traced the scars on his hands, the lines of his shoulders. When he entered me, it was a slow, rocking join, a gentle peak that left us both breathless and smiling in the dark.

After, he pulled the covers over us and held me close. My head was on his chest, my ear to his heart.

“No dreams tonight,” he murmured into my hair.

“No,” I agreed. “Just this.”

Just his arms. Just the sound of the water against the dock. Just the deep, solid knowledge that I had come home, and the shore was not a place, but a person. And he was holding me, as if he’d been waiting all his life to do just that. ## Chapter 10 — Letting Go

I woke in his arms. The morning light was soft, filtering through the dusty window and painting the room in shades of gray and gold. Jonah’s chest was solid under my cheek, his heartbeat a slow, steady rhythm. His arm was still around me, his hand resting on my hip. I could smell him—salt, woodsmoke, sleep. I could smell myself on him, and him on me. A deep, contented stillness settled in my bones.

He stirred, his breathing changing. I felt his lips brush the top of my head.

“Morning,” he said, his voice rough with sleep.

“Morning.”

We didn’t move for a long time. The water lapped against the pilings beneath the house. A gull cried outside. The world was waking up, but we were holding onto the night, letting it linger in the quiet warmth of the bed.

Eventually, my bladder insisted. I slipped out of his hold, careful not to disturb him, and padded naked to the bathroom. The floorboards were cool under my feet. I relieved myself, washed my hands, looked at my face in the mirror. My hair was a mess, my cheeks flushed. I looked…settled. I splashed some water on my face and went back to the bedroom.

He was sitting up, the sheet pooled around his waist. He watched me come back to the bed.

“Come here,” he said, his voice low.

I climbed back in, settling against him. He wrapped his arms around me again, but this time his hand slid lower, cupping my ass, his thumb tracing a slow circle on my skin.

“We should get up,” I murmured. “There’s work.”

“There’s always work,” he said. “But not yet.”

He kissed my shoulder, then my neck. His lips were warm, gentle. I tilted my head, giving him more access. His hand moved from my ass to my hip, then to my stomach, his fingers splaying across my skin. He was tracing me, learning the morning shape of my body.

“I want to make you breakfast,” he said against my skin.

“I want you to,” I replied.

But we didn’t move. His hand drifted lower, his fingers brushing through my pubic hair, then dipping between my legs. I was still soft, relaxed from sleep, from the night before. His touch was exploratory, not demanding. He found my clit and circled it with a feather-light pressure.

I sighed, arching into him slightly.

“Just feeling,” he whispered. “Just remembering.”

He remembered. He remembered everything. His fingers knew the map of me, the folds, the soft entrance. He didn’t push inside, just lingered, warming me from the outside in. I felt myself responding, a slow bloom of heat, a gentle pulse of blood. My pussy began to swell, to soften further, readying itself.

He kissed my neck again, then my cheek, then finally my lips. The kiss was deep, slow, tasting. His tongue explored mine. His hand kept its gentle, persistent circles on my clit. It was a dual awakening, mouth and fingers working in a lazy harmony.

After a few minutes, he broke the kiss and looked at me. His eyes were clear, blue, intent.

“I want to watch you eat,” he said.

The statement was so simple, so direct, it sent a shiver through me. It wasn’t about sex, not directly. It was about possession, about care. He wanted to provide, and he wanted to witness the consumption. It was a fundamental part of him, a need I understood now in my marrow.

“Okay,” I said.

We got up. He pulled on a pair of worn jeans, no shirt. I found my sundress from the day before, slipped it over my nakedness. We went to the kitchen.

The kitchen was small, sunlit now. He moved with a quiet efficiency, pulling eggs from the fridge, bread from the pantry. He started coffee. I sat at the table, watching him. His back was broad, his shoulders moving as he cracked eggs into a bowl. The muscles in his arms flexed. The sight of him, doing something so domestic, so ordinary, after the profound intimacies of the previous day, made my heart swell.

He made scrambled eggs with herbs from a little pot on the window sill. He toasted the bread. He set a plate before me, a cup of coffee beside it. Then he sat across from me, his own plate before him, and he watched.

I picked up my fork. The eggs were fluffy, perfect. I took a bite. The flavors burst—egg, thyme, a hint of pepper. I chewed, swallowed. He watched my mouth, my throat. His gaze was unwavering, intense, but soft. It wasn’t predatory. It was reverent.

I took another bite. Another. I ate the toast. I drank the coffee. He ate his own food, but his eyes never left me for long. He was consuming the sight of my consumption.

When I finished, I set my fork down. My plate was empty. My coffee cup was half-done.

“Good?” he asked.

“Perfect.”

He reached across the table and took my hand. His fingers were warm, calloused. He squeezed.

“Thank you,” he said.

“For eating?”

“For letting me watch.”

I understood. The letting was the gift. The trust. I squeezed his hand back.

We cleaned up together again, the same dance as the night before. Then he looked at the window, at the day outside.

“I need to check the lines on the south bed,” he said. “Storm pulled some anchors loose.”

“I’ll come with you.”

He nodded. “Get your boots.”

I found my old work boots by the door. He put on a shirt and his own boots. We left the house, stepping out onto the dock. The morning air was crisp, smelling of salt and damp wood. The sky was a high, clear blue. We walked down the dock to the shore, then along the path to the south bed.

The oyster farm was a series of leased plots in the shallow bay, marked by buoys and lines. The south bed was the most exposed to the open water, and the storm had tugged at the anchoring system. Jonah had already done temporary repairs, but he wanted to secure it properly.

We waded into the shallow water. It was cold, shocking my calves. Jonah handed me tools—a mallet, some new galvanized spikes. He worked on the anchor post, driving it deeper into the mud. I helped hold the line taut.

The work was physical, simple. The sun warmed our backs. We spoke little, just instructions and confirmations. His body moved with a powerful grace, each swing of the mallet precise. I watched the sweat bloom on his shirt, the way his hair stuck to his forehead.

After an hour, the repairs were done. We waded back to shore, our boots wet, our pants soaked to the knees. We sat on a weathered bench overlooking the bed, letting the sun dry us.

He looked at me, his eyes scanning my face.

“You’re quiet today,” he said.

“I’m full,” I said. “Full of everything.”

He understood. He reached over and took my hand again. We sat there, hand in hand, watching the water ripple over the oyster cages.

The silence wasn’t empty. It was packed with all the things we had done, all the things we had said, all the things we hadn’t said yet. It was a silence that hummed.

“I have to go to town later,” he said finally. “Supplies. You want to come?”

“Yes.”

We went back to the house to change out of our wet clothes. In the bedroom, I peeled off my damp dress. He stripped off his shirt and pants. We stood naked in the room, not touching, just looking at each other.

The sunlight fell across his body, highlighting the planes of his chest, the dip of his stomach, the strength of his thighs. His cock hung soft between his legs, a quiet weight. I looked at my own body, my skin marked by his hands, my breasts feeling heavy and aware.

“You’re beautiful,” he said, his voice a low rumble.

“You are.”

He stepped forward then, not to grab me, but to stand close. He put his hands on my shoulders, then slid them down my arms. His touch was pure sensation, a mapping of skin.

“I want to kiss you,” he said. “In the kitchen. Like we should have done five years ago.”

The heat milestone. The first kiss. It hadn’t happened in the frenzy of that weekend. It had been everything else, but not a simple, slow kiss in a kitchen. He wanted to correct the omission.

“Okay,” I whispered.

We dressed in dry clothes—simple jeans and t-shirts. We went to the kitchen. He stood before me, his hands coming to my waist. He looked into my eyes, his gaze so deep I felt dizzy.

Then he bent his head and kissed me.

It was not a frantic kiss. It was not a desperate kiss. It was a first kiss. Slow. Exploring. His lips pressed against mine, soft, firm. He tasted like coffee and salt. His tongue touched my lips, and I opened for him. The kiss deepened, but it remained gentle, a slow dance of mouths.

His hands tightened on my waist. My hands went to his shoulders, then to his neck, feeling the pulse there. We kissed for a long time, standing in the middle of his kitchen, the world outside forgotten.

When he finally broke the kiss, we were both breathing harder. My lips felt swollen, sensitive.

“That,” he said, his voice husky, “was the first kiss.”

“It was.”

He smiled, a rare, full smile that lit his whole face. “Now we have it.”

We drove to town in his old pickup. The town was the same as I remembered—a main street with a few shops, a marina, a grocery store. We went to the marine supply store first. Jonah picked up new lines, some hardware. I helped him carry things.

Then we went to the grocery store. He shopped with a practiced efficiency, filling the cart with basics. I added a few things—fruit, a particular tea I liked. He didn’t comment, just nodded.

As we were leaving the store, we passed a real estate office. In the window, there was a photo of a large waterfront property. It wasn’t our farm, but it was similar. A sign advertised: “Premium Waterfront Acreage — Development Potential.”

Jonah’s steps slowed. He looked at the photo, his face hardening.

“They’ve been sniffing around,” he said quietly.

“Developers?”

“Yeah. That offer we got last month? That wasn’t a random thing. They’re looking at all the small farms on this stretch. They want to consolidate, build some kind of resort.”

I felt a cold trickle in my stomach. “Our farm?”

“They’ve made inquiries. Through lawyers. I haven’t responded.”

We loaded the groceries into the truck. The mood had shifted, the easy warmth of the morning cooling under the shadow of that window display.

He drove us back to the farm. The silence in the truck was different now, charged with a new tension.

When we got back to the house, we unloaded the supplies. He put the groceries away. I stood in the living room, looking at the shelf where the box still sat. The box from our weekend. The proof of what we were.

He came into the room, saw me looking.

“That’s not going to change,” he said, his voice firm.

“What if they offer more?” I asked. “What if it’s enough to…”

“To what?” he interrupted. “To buy me out? To make you go back to DC without a guilty conscience?”

I turned to face him. “I don’t want to go back to DC.”

“Then it doesn’t matter what they offer.”

He stepped closer to me. His eyes were fierce now, the blue like hardened steel.

“I bought this farm for you,” he said. “Not to sell it. Not to make money. I bought it so it would be here when you came back. So you would have a place. So I would have a place for you.”

The words were raw, stripped of any polish. They hung in the air between us, heavy and true.

“Jonah,” I whispered.

“I don’t want their money. I want this.” He gestured around the room, at the house, at me. “I want you. I want the farm. I want the life we started building yesterday.”

The intensity in his voice was a physical force. It pressed against me, demanding a response.

“I want that too,” I said, the words coming out with a force that surprised me. “I want it more than anything.”

He stared at me, his chest rising and falling with deep breaths. Then he moved. He crossed the space between us in two strides and took my face in his hands. His thumbs brushed my cheeks.

“Then say it,” he commanded, his voice low and rough. “Say what you want. Say it clearly.”

I looked into his eyes, into the depths of his need, his fear, his hope.

“I want to stay,” I said. “I want to stay here with you. I want to work the farm with you. I want to live in this house with you. I want to…do everything with you. I want what we started five years ago. I want what we did yesterday. I want it all.”

His eyes closed for a second, a profound relief washing over his face. Then they opened, and the heat in them was unmistakable.

“Then show me,” he said.

He kissed me again, but this kiss was not like the kitchen kiss. This kiss was hungry, possessive. His mouth claimed mine, his tongue plunging deep. His hands moved from my face to my body, pulling at my t-shirt, dragging it up and over my head. He broke the kiss only to remove my bra, his fingers deft and urgent.

I was naked from the waist up in the middle of the living room. The afternoon light streamed in, painting my skin. He looked at my breasts, his gaze hot.

“Show me,” he repeated, his voice a growl.

I reached for his shirt, pulled it off. His chest was bare, magnificent. I ran my hands over it, feeling the heat, the muscle. I leaned in and kissed his collarbone, then his nipple. I tasted his skin.

He groaned, his hands going to my jeans. He unbuttoned them, pushed them down my legs. I stepped out of them, naked now except for my socks. He kicked off his own jeans, his cock springing free, already hard, already thick.

He didn’t wait. He didn’t lead me to the bedroom. He backed me against the wall beside the shelf, the wood paneling cool against my back. He pressed his body against mine, his cock nestled against my stomach. His hands gripped my hips, his thumbs digging into my flesh.

“Tell me what you want right now,” he demanded, his mouth against my ear.

“You,” I gasped. “Inside me. Now.”

He didn’t hesitate. He reached between my legs, his fingers finding my pussy. I was wet, ready. He slid two fingers inside, testing, stretching. I cried out, arching against the wall.

“Good?” he asked, his voice ragged.

“Yes. More.”

He removed his fingers, positioned himself. He held his cock, guided it to my entrance. He looked into my eyes as he pushed inside.

The penetration was slow, deliberate, overwhelming. He filled me inch by inch, a thick, relentless invasion. I felt every ridge, every pulse of him. My body stretched to accommodate him, a delicious, burning ache. When he was fully inside, he stopped, his body pressed flush against mine, his cock buried deep.

We were both breathing heavily. Our eyes locked.

“This is what I want,” he said, his voice shaking with emotion. “You. Here. Like this.”

“It’s what I want,” I echoed.

Then he began to move.

His thrusts were slow at first, deep withdrawals and re-entries. Each stroke dragged his cock almost completely out of me, then pushed it back in to the root. The sensation was intense, a continuous cycle of fullness and emptiness, each emptiness a longing, each fullness a satisfaction.

He increased the pace, his hips driving harder. The wall creaked behind me. His hands gripped my hips, holding me steady, controlling the rhythm. My breasts rubbed against his chest, my nipples hardening with each impact.

I wrapped my arms around his neck, holding onto him as he moved. I could smell his sweat, his skin. I could hear his grunts, low and primal. I could feel everything—the heat of his body, the strength of his thrusts, the exquisite pressure inside me.

“Touch yourself,” he ordered, his voice rough.

I obeyed. I reached between our bodies, found my clit. It was swollen, sensitive. I circled it with my fingers, matching the rhythm of his thrusts. The dual stimulation—his cock inside, my fingers outside—sent sparks through my nerves.

“Yes,” he hissed, watching my face. “Make yourself come. Come with me inside you.”

I increased the pressure on my clit, my fingers moving faster. My hips matched his, driving back against his thrusts. The pleasure built, a towering wave. I felt my pussy clamping around his cock, my inner muscles spasming.

“Jonah,” I moaned. “I’m close.”

“Let go,” he commanded. “Let go for me.”

The words unlocked me. The orgasm broke over me, a crashing, blinding release. My body convulsed against him, my cries loud and unfettered. My pussy squeezed his cock, milking him.

He groaned, his thrusts becoming erratic, desperate. He drove into me, hard and fast, his own climax approaching. I felt him swell inside me, felt his rhythm break.

“Mira,” he gasped, his face contorted with pleasure. “Now.”

He slammed into me one final time, burying himself deep, and held. I felt his cock pulse, felt the hot rush of his release inside me. He shuddered against me, his whole body trembling with the force of his orgasm.

We stayed like that, joined, panting, for a long minute. His weight pressed me against the wall. His cock slowly softened inside me. Our sweat mingled.

Eventually, he eased back, pulling out of me. The sensation of emptiness was acute, a loss. He looked down between our bodies, watching the evidence of his release trickle from me onto my thighs.

He didn’t speak. He just looked, his eyes dark with satisfaction, with possession.

Then he bent and kissed me again, a soft, tender kiss on my lips.

“That,” he whispered, “is what I want.”

He helped me clean up, gently wiping my thighs with a soft cloth from the bathroom. He didn’t rush, his touches careful, reverent. Then he led me to the couch, sat down, and pulled me onto his lap. I curled against him, my head on his shoulder.

We sat in silence, the afternoon light fading into evening. The physical intensity of the act had cleared the tension, the fear about the developers, the uncertainty. We were back in our bubble, our world of two.

“I’m not selling,” he said finally, his voice calm, sure. “No matter what they offer.”

“I’m not leaving,” I replied.

He kissed my forehead. “Then we have a plan.”

“We have a plan.”

We stayed on the couch until dusk began to fall. Then he made dinner—simple pasta, a jarred sauce. We ate at the table again, his eyes on me again. This time, the watching was softer, more settled.

After dinner, we walked out onto the dock. The night was clear, stars beginning to prick the sky. We stood at the end, looking out at the dark water.

He put his arm around me, holding me close.

“Five years,” he said quietly. “I waited five years, and I didn’t even know if you’d come back.”

“I came back.”

“You did.” He turned to me, his face serious. “And now I want to ask you for something.”

I knew what it was. The next heat milestone. The return to the dynamic from five years ago, with words this time. The explicit consent. The full giving.

“Ask,” I said.

He took a deep breath. “I want to mark you. Not just…in the moment. I want to do it deliberately. Like we did that weekend. I want you to let me. And I want to let you.”

The words hung in the night air. They were direct, unambiguous. They carried the weight of all our history, all our desire.

I looked at him, at his earnest face, at the hope and fear in his eyes.

“Yes,” I said. “I want that too.”

He closed his eyes for a moment, a profound relief passing through him. Then he opened them and nodded.

“Not tonight,” he said. “Not here. When we’re ready. When we’ve talked it through.”

“Okay.”

We stood there for a long time, holding each other, watching the stars emerge. The plan was forming, not just for the farm, but for us. For our life. For our desires.

Eventually, we went back inside. We showered together, a slow, washing of each other’s bodies. We dried each other off. We went to bed.

He held me again, his arms strong around me.

“No dreams,” he murmured.

“No dreams,” I agreed.

Just this. Just the solid reality of his body against mine. Just the promise of what was to come. Just the deep, abiding knowledge that I had come home, and home was not just a place, but a person, and a future, and a desire that had waited five years for me to return to it.

I slept deeply, without dreams, anchored to him, to the bed, to the house on the dock, to the life we were building. ## Chapter 11 — Preparation

I woke to the smell of coffee and the sound of Jonah moving quietly in the kitchen. The bed beside me was empty, but still warm. Sunlight sliced through the gaps in the curtain, painting bars of gold across the rumpled sheets. I stretched, my body feeling loose and heavy, that deep, dreamless sleep still clinging to my bones. No dreams. Just a solid peace.

I padded out to the main room, barefoot on the cool wood. Jonah stood at the counter, pouring coffee into two mugs. He was dressed in his work clothes—faded jeans, a worn flannel over a gray t-shirt. His hair was damp, as if he’d already been outside and come back in.

“Morning,” he said, his voice a low rasp. He handed me a mug.

“Morning.” I wrapped my hands around the warm ceramic and sipped. It was perfect. Strong and black, just how I liked it. “How long have you been up?”

“Couple hours. Checked the lines. Tide’s good. Wind’s shifting later.”

He was all business, but his eyes were on me, soft and searching. Last night’s conversation hung between us, not awkward, but present. A promise set on a shelf, waiting to be taken down and examined.

“We should talk,” I said, echoing his words from the night before.

He nodded. “Yeah. After chores. If that’s okay.”

“It’s okay.”

We drank our coffee in a comfortable silence, watching the morning light strengthen on the water. The routine of the farm was a blessing. It gave us a structure, something to do with our hands while our minds and hearts churned. We went out to the docks together, the air crisp with the scent of salt and damp wood. The work was simple, physical: checking the oyster bags, repairing a loose line on the float, hauling up a few samples to inspect. Jonah pointed out the growth, explaining the patterns of the current in this cove, how he’d learned to work with it instead of against it. I listened, adding observations from my own research, the conversation weaving our separate expertise into something new, something shared.

It was mid-morning when we finished. We washed up at the outdoor sink, the cold water biting. Jonah scrubbed his hands with a block of gritty soap, the cracks in his knuckles red.

“Let’s go inside,” he said, drying his hands on a towel.

We sat at the small kitchen table, the same one where we’d shared our first kiss just days before. It felt like a lifetime ago. The sun was high now, warming the room. I could hear the gentle lap of water against the dock pilings.

Jonah rested his forearms on the table, his hands clasped. He took a deep breath. “I don’t want to assume anything,” he started. “From that weekend. I’ve… played it over in my head a thousand times. But my memory isn’t the truth. It’s just my memory.”

“I know,” I said softly. “I’ve done the same.”

“So we should start from now. With words.”

I nodded. My heart was beating a steady, strong rhythm against my ribs. “Okay.”

He looked down at his hands, then back up at me. “What I want… the marking. It’s not about… humiliation. For me. It never was.”

“I know that,” I said. “I felt that. Even then, when I didn’t have the words for it.”

“For me,” he continued, his voice gaining a quiet certainty, “it’s about… possession. But not like owning a thing. It’s like… you’re so deep inside me, Mira, that I want to be under your skin, too. I want a physical sign of it. A proof. That you chose to let me in that far. That I chose to let you.” He paused, searching my face. “And it’s about the giving. You giving that to me. Me giving that to you. It’s the most intimate thing I can imagine.”

His words settled in the room, clear and plain. They matched the feeling I’d carried for five years, a feeling I’d tried to bury under policy papers and professional accolades. That weekend had been the only time I’d ever felt completely, terrifyingly known. And the marking had been the core of it. Not a dirty secret, but a sacred exchange.

“For me, it’s about trust,” I said, my own voice low. “Total, absolute trust. To be that vulnerable with someone… to want to be that vulnerable… it’s like handing them your soul and knowing they’ll cup their hands around it. It’s safety. It’s the opposite of being ruined. It’s being… remade.”

Jonah’s eyes glistened. He reached across the table and took my hand, his thumb stroking my palm. “Yes.”

We sat like that for a moment, connected by that touch, by the understanding flowing between us.

“The mechanics,” he said, practical even now. “We should talk about the mechanics. What we liked. What we didn’t. Boundaries.”

It was clinical and profoundly intimate at the same time. We talked about position, about location—his preference for my stomach, my lower back; mine for the inside of his thighs, the flat plane of his abdomen. We talked about the act itself, the sensation, the warmth, the claiming. We talked about after—the cleaning up together, the closeness that followed, the quiet.

“I want to hear you say it,” I said suddenly. “What you want to do. Not in the abstract. Now. To me.”

He didn’t flinch. His gaze held mine, steady and hot. “I want to lay you down on my bed. I want to kiss every part of you until you’re shaking. I want to taste your pussy until you come on my tongue. Then I want to turn you over. I want to push my cock into you from behind, slow, until I’m buried to the hilt. I want to fuck you like that, with my hand on your throat, my mouth on your shoulder, until you’re close again. Then I want to pull out. I want to kneel over you and watch my come spill onto your skin. And then I want to piss on it, Mira. I want to mark you. I want to see my claim mix and run over your skin, over the small of your back, and I want to rub it into you with my hands until you’re slick with it. Until you smell like me. Until you are me.”

A violent, delicious shiver ran through me. My panties were instantly soaked. My clit throbbed. His directness, his lack of euphemism, was the most potent aphrodisiac I’d ever known.

“And you?” he asked, his voice rough. “What do you want to do to me?”

I leaned forward, my own certainty rising to meet his. “I want you on your back. I want to ride your cock until you can’t think. I want to feel you pulse inside me. I want to watch your face when you come. Then I want you to stay hard, or get hard again, for me. I want to kneel over your hips. I want to let go on you. I want to see it hit your skin, your cock, I want to watch it drip down your balls. And then I want to rub my wet pussy all over it, all over you, until you’re marked with me. Until you’re messy and mine.”

A low groan escaped him. His grip on my hand tightened. “Christ, Mira.”

“We’re not doing this now,” I said, though every cell in my body screamed to contradict me. “We’re talking.”

“We’re talking,” he agreed, breathing hard. “We’re setting the stage.”

“We are.” I took a shaky breath. “Safeword?”

“Tidewater,” he said without hesitation. “For stop-everything. ‘Line’ for pause, check-in.”

“Tidewater. Line.” I repeated them, letting them solidify in my mind. “Okay.”

We spent the next hour in the most excruciating and beautiful negotiation of my life. We discussed timing—not today, we both needed the anticipation, the build. Maybe tomorrow, after the day’s work. We discussed preparation—showering first, the clean towels laid out. We discussed aftercare—the shower after, the lotion, the holding, the quiet talking.

By the time we were done, the sun was past its zenith. We were both strung tight as wires, humming with a shared, focused energy. The promise was no longer on the shelf. It was in the room, a tangible, living thing between us.

The rest of the day passed in a haze of heightened sensation. Every brush of his arm against mine as we sorted gear sent sparks across my skin. The sound of his voice giving instructions to his employee, Mick, was a low vibration in my core. When we ate lunch—simple sandwiches at the dock’s edge—I watched his throat work as he swallowed and imagined my mouth there.

We worked side-by-side, the tension building not as an anxiety, but as a potent, shared current. It was in the way our eyes would meet and hold for a second too long. It was in the deliberate way he handed me a tool, letting his fingers linger against mine. It was a silent, mutual stoking of a fire we had both agreed not to put out until the appointed time.

That night, we made a simple dinner together—pasta with garlic and the last of the summer tomatoes. We talked about the farm, about the pending offer from the buyer, which still hung, unaddressed, in the background. We talked about everything except what was foremost in our minds. The normalcy was a kind of foreplay in itself.

We cleaned up. We sat on the sofa and watched the sunset bleed into the water, his arm around me, my head on his shoulder. The silence was thick with anticipation.

“Tomorrow,” he said, his lips against my hair.

“Tomorrow,” I agreed.

We went to bed early. We kissed, deep and slow, but didn’t go further. It was a pact. We slept tangled together, the heat between us a steady, banked fire.

	


The next day was an exercise in exquisite torture. The morning chores felt eternal. The afternoon sun was relentless. Every moment was filtered through the lens of what was to come. My skin felt hyper-sensitive, as if waiting for his touch. I caught him looking at me, his eyes dark and hungry, and a fresh wave of liquid heat would pool between my legs.

We finished early. The sky was still bright, the late afternoon sun casting long, golden shadows across the dock.

“Go shower,” Jonah said, his voice husky. “I’ll clean up out here.”

I nodded, unable to speak. I went inside, my legs unsteady. In the bathroom, I stripped and stepped under the hot spray. I washed my body methodically, not letting my hands wander, not giving in to the ache. This was about preparation. This was about purity for the ritual. I dried off with a clean, rough towel and didn’t dress. I wrapped the towel around me and walked back into the bedroom.

Jonah was already there. He’d showered in the outdoor stall. His hair was dark with damp, his skin flushed from the heat. He wore only a pair of low-slung sweatpants. He’d laid out two large, clean towels on the bed.

The air in the room was still and charged. We looked at each other.

“You sure?” he asked, the question heavy with meaning.

“I’ve never been more sure of anything,” I answered, and let the towel drop to the floor.

His eyes swept over me, a physical caress. I saw his cock stir, thickening against the soft fabric of his pants. “You’re beautiful,” he breathed.

“So are you.”

He closed the distance between us in two strides. His hands came up to frame my face, and he kissed me. It was not a gentle kiss. It was a claiming. It was deep and demanding, his tongue sweeping into my mouth, tasting me. I met him with equal fervor, my hands sliding up his bare chest, feeling the crisp hair, the hard muscles beneath.

He broke the kiss, his breath hot on my lips. “On the bed,” he murmured. “On your back.”

I obeyed, lying back on the soft towels. The afternoon light slanted across the bed, gilding my skin. He stood at the edge, looking down at me, his gaze worshipful and ravenous. He hooked his thumbs in the waistband of his sweatpants and pushed them down, freeing his cock.

It was fully erect, thick and flushed, the head dark and wet. My mouth watered. He knelt on the bed, crawling over me, caging me with his body. He started at my mouth, kissing me again, then trailed his lips down my jaw, my neck. He took my nipple into his mouth, sucking hard, his tongue flicking the peak until I gasped and arched off the bed. He moved to the other, giving it the same devoted attention.

He kissed his way down my sternum, my stomach. He nuzzled the crease of my thigh, his breath hot against my already-drenched pussy. He looked up at me, his eyes holding mine.

“I’m going to taste you now,” he said, a statement, a promise.

“Please.”

He lowered his head. The first flat stroke of his tongue from my entrance to my clit made me cry out. It was an electric shock of pure pleasure. He settled in, his mouth on me, his tongue delving, circling, sucking. He used his fingers, too, first one, then two, sliding deep inside me, curling just right. The sounds were obscene, wet and rhythmic, and they drove me higher.

“Jonah,” I moaned, my hands fisting in his hair. “Right there, don’t stop, please don’t stop.”

He didn’t. He redoubled his efforts, his mouth a relentless, perfect instrument. The pressure built, a coiling, tightening spring in my belly. My hips bucked against his face. The world narrowed to the point where his mouth met my body. And then it shattered. My orgasm ripped through me, a blinding, white-hot wave that left me trembling and boneless, crying out his name into the quiet room.

He gentled his mouth, lapping softly through the aftershocks, then kissed his way back up my body. He was heavy on top of me, his cock pressing insistently against my thigh. He kissed me, and I could taste myself on his lips, salty and musky and uniquely mine.

“Turn over,” he whispered against my mouth.

I rolled onto my stomach, my heart hammering anew. He arranged me, pulling my hips up so I was on my knees, my chest pressed to the bed. He knelt behind me. I felt the broad, blunt head of his cock nudge against my entrance. I was so wet, so open from my climax, but he didn’t rush.

“Look at you,” he breathed, one hand smoothing over the curve of my ass, down to my soaked folds. He slid a finger through my slickness, then back to circle my tight, hidden rosette, making me gasp. “So perfect. So ready for me.”

He positioned himself. I felt him push, just an inch, and my body yielded, stretching to take him. A low, guttural sound came from his chest. He pushed again, sinking deeper, filling me inch by exquisite inch. When he was fully seated, buried to the hilt, we both went still. The feeling of fullness was overwhelming, profound. He was so deep, I felt him in my throat.

He leaned over me, his chest against my back. One hand slid around my hip, his fingers finding my clit, which was still swollen and sensitive. The other hand came to my throat, not squeezing, just holding, a warm, firm band of possession.

“Mine,” he growled in my ear, and began to move.

His thrusts were slow, deliberate, deep. Each one dragged against every nerve inside me. The combined sensation of his cock moving within me, his fingers circling my clit, his hand on my throat, his breath in my ear… it was a sensory overload of the best kind. Pleasure built again, a slower, deeper swell this time.

“You feel like heaven,” he rasped. “Tighter than my dreams. So fucking wet for me.”

“Only for you,” I managed to gasp. “Always for you.”

His pace increased, the slow, deep strokes turning harder, more urgent. The bed rocked against the wall with a rhythmic thump. My second orgasm began to crest, a rolling tide from my core.

“I’m close,” I panted. “Jonah, I’m so close.”

“Come for me,” he commanded, his voice ragged. “Come on my cock. Let me feel it.”

His words tipped me over. My body clenched around him, a series of violent, pulsing contractions that milked his length. I cried out, the sound muffled by the bed. My vision swam.

He fucked me through it, his own control fraying. “Fuck, Mira, I can’t… I’m gonna…”

He pulled out abruptly. The sudden emptiness was a shock. I heard his rough groan, and then I felt the first hot splash hit the small of my back. Thick and pearlescent. Another, and another, striping my skin. He was marking me with his come.

I stayed perfectly still, my breath hitching. This was it. The moment.

I heard him shift behind me. He was kneeling over me now. I couldn’t see him, but I could feel his presence, intense and focused. The room was silent except for our ragged breathing.

Then I heard a different sound. A soft, steady stream. It was warm, so much warmer than I’d remembered. It hit the same place on my back, right over the pool of his spend. The sensation was incredible—intimate, shocking, deeply vulnerable, and unbelievably erotic. The warmth spread, coating my skin, mingling with his come, dripping down the crease of my ass. The smell filled my nostrils—musky, salty, uniquely him.

He was marking me. Deliberately. With full consciousness. Claiming me in the most primal way he knew.

The stream tapered off. For a long moment, there was only the sound of our breathing and the feel of the warm, wet patch on my skin. Then his hands were on me. He spread the mixture with his palms, rubbing it into my skin from my lower back to the tops of my thighs. The slide was slick, possessive. He was making sure it covered me, that I was saturated with him.

“My Mira,” he said, his voice thick with emotion. “Mine.”

He helped me turn over. I was a mess, and I didn’t care. He looked down at me, his eyes blazing with love and heat and triumph. He lowered himself and kissed me, deep and filthy.

“Your turn,” he said. “Mark me.”

We shifted. He lay back on the towels. I straddled his hips, my wet, messy pussy hovering over his abdomen. His cock was still half-hard, glistening. He looked up at me, his hands coming to rest on my thighs.

I took a moment to look at him. To memorize the look of utter surrender and trust on his face. Then I lowered myself onto him, sinking onto his cock with a sigh. I began to move, riding him slowly, my hands braced on his chest. This was different. Softer, but no less intense. I watched his face as I moved, watched his eyes flutter closed, his lips part.

“Touch yourself,” he urged, his voice strained. “Come on me, Mira. Let me see you.”

I did. One hand slid between us, my fingers finding my clit, which was still throbbing and oversensitive. The dual stimulation—his cock inside me, my fingers on my clit—was almost too much. I rode him faster, chasing my third peak, wanting to give him this, wanting to complete the circle.

“That’s it,” he groaned, his hips bucking up to meet me. “Take what you need. Give me what you need.”

My orgasm crashed over me, less violent than the others, a deep, pulsing warmth that radiated from my core. I cried out, my body convulsing around him. I felt him pulse inside me, a hot rush as he came again, filling me.

I collapsed forward for a moment, panting against his chest. Then, gathering my strength, I pushed myself up. I slid off him, his softening cock slipping out. I moved up his body, kneeling over his chest and stomach.

He watched me, his eyes dark. “Do it.”

I closed my eyes for a second, focusing on the feeling, the need. I let go. A hot stream burst from me, splashing onto his skin, just below his sternum. It hit his flesh, darker than his, and spread in a rivulet down his side. The relief was intense, the act profoundly freeing. I directed it lower, over his softening cock, over his balls, watching as my urine mixed with our combined fluids, marking him as thoroughly as he’d marked me.

When I was finished, I didn’t wait for him. I leaned forward and began to rub my body against his. I slid my wet pussy over the mess on his stomach, over his cock, coating him with me, with us. The friction was slippery, intimate, degrading in the most beautiful way. I was claiming him, just as he’d claimed me.

He lay there, letting me, his hands on my hips, guiding me, his eyes never leaving mine. When I was done, we were both slick and shining in the fading light, a tangled, marked, beautiful mess.

I slumped down beside him, curling into his side. We lay there, sticky and spent, breathing together.

After a long while, he stirred. “Line,” he said softly.

I lifted my head. “I’m good. More than good. You?”

“Perfect.” He kissed my forehead. “Aftercare.”

He helped me up. We walked to the bathroom, our bodies tacky and cooling. We didn’t speak. We stepped into the shower together. The hot water sluiced over us, washing away the physical evidence but not the feeling. He soaped a soft cloth and washed me gently, starting with my back, where his mark had been, then my front, between my legs. I did the same for him, washing his chest, his stomach, his cock, with tender reverence.

We dried each other with fresh, warm towels. He led me back to the bed, where he’d already replaced the soiled towels with clean, soft sheets. He pulled me into his arms, wrapping the blanket around us both.

We lay in the gathering dusk, skin to skin, heartbeat to heartbeat.

“No dreams,” he murmured into my hair.

“No dreams,” I whispered back.

Just this. The reality of his skin against mine, clean and warm. The memory of his heat on my back, my heat on his stomach. The profound, unshakable knowledge that we had given each other the most vulnerable parts of ourselves, and they had been received, cherished, and kept safe.

We had talked. We had prepared. And then we had come together, not as the ghosts of a weekend five years past, but as the people we were now, choosing each other, choosing this, with open eyes and full hearts.

I drifted to sleep in his arms, not dreaming, but floating on a deep, quiet sea of contentment. I was home. I was his. He was mine. And the tide, finally, was coming in. ## Chapter 12 — The Morning After

I woke to the sound of rain.

It was a soft, steady patter on the roof of Jonah’s house, the kind of rain that meant it had been falling all night. I was warm, tangled in sheets and Jonah, one of his arms heavy across my waist, his breath steady against the back of my neck. We were both naked, skin to skin, and for a long moment I just lay there, listening to the rain and feeling the rise and fall of his chest against my spine.

Morning light filtered through the windows, gray and diffuse. The room smelled like us—sex and sleep and clean cotton. I could feel the ghost of him between my legs, a pleasant soreness that made me blush even though I was alone with my thoughts.

Carefully, I shifted, turning onto my back. Jonah’s arm tightened for a second, then relaxed. He didn’t wake. I studied his face in the dim light—the stubble along his jaw, the way his eyelashes lay against his cheeks, the tiny scar just above his left eyebrow that I hadn’t noticed before. He looked younger in sleep, the lines around his eyes smoothed out, his mouth soft.

Five years. He’d waited five years for me to come back. The thought still made my chest ache.

I slipped out from under his arm, grabbing one of his t-shirts from the floor. It smelled like him—soap and salt and something uniquely Jonah. I pulled it on and padded barefoot to the kitchen.

The house was quiet. The rain blurred the view of the dock, turning the water gray and choppy. I filled the kettle, set it on the stove, and leaned against the counter, watching the rain streak down the window.

Last night had been… different. Different from five years ago, different from what I’d expected. We’d talked first. We’d prepared. We’d kissed and touched and come together with a clarity that had left me feeling both shattered and whole. But we hadn’t done the thing—the thing we’d done that weekend five years ago, the thing that had driven me away, the thing he’d kept the farm for, on the chance I’d come back.

The kettle whistled. I jumped, then took it off the heat. I was just pouring water over tea leaves when I heard footsteps behind me.

“Morning.”

Jonah’s voice was sleep-rough. He stood in the doorway, wearing only a pair of sweatpants slung low on his hips. His hair was tousled, his eyes still heavy with sleep. He looked like a dream I’d woken from and then found standing in my kitchen.

“Morning,” I said, my voice coming out softer than I’d intended. “Tea?”

He nodded, coming to stand beside me at the counter. He didn’t touch me, but I could feel the heat of him, the solid presence of his body just inches from mine.

“You sleep okay?” he asked.

“I slept better than I have in years,” I said honestly. “You?”

“Same.” He took the mug I offered, his fingers brushing mine. “Rain’s set in for the day.”

I looked out the window. “Looks like it.”

We stood in silence for a moment, drinking our tea, watching the rain. It was comfortable, this quiet. It felt like something we’d earned.

“I should check the farmhouse,” I said eventually. “Make sure there aren’t any leaks.”

“I already did,” Jonah said. “Early this morning, before you woke. It’s fine. Roof’s sound.”

“You went out in the rain?”

“Just a quick check.” He shrugged, as if it were nothing. “Didn’t want you to worry.”

Something in my chest tightened. “Thank you.”

He looked at me then, really looked at me, his gaze steady and searching. “Mira.”

“Yeah?”

“We need to talk.”

I knew what he meant. I’d known it from the moment I woke up. I set my mug down on the counter, my hands suddenly unsteady. “Okay.”

He took a breath, like he was gathering himself. “Last night was…”

“Good,” I said quickly. “It was good.”

“It was.” He nodded. “But it wasn’t… everything.”

I knew what he meant. The unspoken thing between us, the thing we’d done five years ago, the thing he’d bought this farm for. The watersports. The marking. The trust fall that had broken us.

“I know,” I said softly.

“I don’t want to rush you,” he said. “I don’t want to push. But I also don’t want to pretend it’s not there, hanging between us.”

“I don’t want that either,” I said.

He reached out then, his hand coming to rest on my arm, his thumb stroking the skin just above my elbow. “Tell me what you’re thinking.”

I took a shaky breath. “I’m thinking that five years ago, I let you do something to me that I’d never let anyone else do. I’m thinking that it scared me so much I ran away and spent five years pretending it didn’t matter. I’m thinking that you bought this farm and waited for me, and that’s either incredibly romantic or completely insane.”

“Maybe both,” he said, a faint smile touching his mouth.

“Maybe both,” I agreed. “And I’m thinking that last night was… safe. Tender. Good. And I’m afraid that if we do the other thing, it won’t feel like that. It’ll feel like it did five years ago—wild and overwhelming and like I’m going to lose myself in it.”

He was quiet for a moment, his thumb still moving in slow circles on my arm. “What if it feels like both?” he asked finally. “What if it can be wild and tender? Overwhelming and safe?”

“I don’t know if that’s possible,” I whispered.

“I think it is,” he said. “If we talk about it first. If we set boundaries. If we have a safeword.”

I looked up at him. “You’ve thought about this.”

“I’ve had five years to think about it,” he said, his voice low. “I’ve thought about what I did wrong. I’ve thought about what you needed that I didn’t give you. I’ve thought about how to do it better.”

“What did you do wrong?” I asked.

“I didn’t talk to you enough,” he said immediately. “I didn’t check in. I didn’t make sure you knew you could stop it at any time. I assumed you wanted it because you’d said yes once, and I didn’t realize that ‘yes’ can change to ‘no’ halfway through.”

His words hit me like a physical blow. Because he was right. That was exactly what had happened. I’d said yes, and then I’d gotten scared, and I hadn’t known how to tell him, and by the time it was over, I felt like I’d been stripped down to my bones, exposed and vulnerable in a way that terrified me.

“I didn’t know how to tell you,” I said, the words coming out in a rush. “I didn’t know how to say ‘stop’ when it was already happening. I felt like I’d asked for it, so I had to see it through.”

“That was my fault,” he said, his hand tightening on my arm. “I should have checked in. I should have made sure you were still with me. I didn’t, and I’m sorry.”

The apology landed in the quiet kitchen, sincere and heavy. I hadn’t realized how much I needed to hear it until he said it.

“Thank you,” I said, my throat tight.

He nodded, his eyes serious. “If we do this again, we do it differently. We talk first. We agree on what we’re doing, step by step. We have a safeword. We check in. And if at any point you want to stop, we stop. No questions, no explanations needed.”

“What would the safeword be?” I asked.

He thought for a moment. “Something you wouldn’t normally say. Something that would stand out.”

“Tidewater,” I said, the word coming to me without thinking. It was the name of the farm, the name of this place, the thing that had brought us back together.

“Tidewater,” he repeated, nodding. “If you say ‘tidewater,’ we stop. Immediately.”

“Okay,” I said.

“Okay,” he said. “And we’ll have another word, for when you’re getting close to your limit but don’t want to stop. A yellow light.”

“Yellow light,” I said. “That’s easy.”

“Yellow light,” he agreed. “And we’ll talk about what you want. What you’re curious about. What you’re afraid of. All of it.”

I took a deep breath. “I’m afraid of losing control,” I admitted. “I’m afraid of letting go so completely that I can’t find my way back.”

“That’s part of it,” he said gently. “That’s the point. But the difference is, you’re not losing control to me. You’re giving it to me, and I’m holding it for you. And I’ll give it back whenever you ask.”

The distinction was subtle but important. I hadn’t thought of it that way before.

“And the… marking,” I said, my cheeks heating. “That part…”

“What about it?” he asked, his voice neutral, giving me space to say whatever I needed to say.

“I liked it,” I admitted, the words coming out in a whisper. “I liked feeling claimed. I liked knowing you’d been there, that I was carrying something of you with me. But it also felt… dirty. Shameful.”

“Why?” he asked.

“Because it’s… I don’t know. Taboo. Something you’re not supposed to want.”

“Who says you’re not supposed to want it?” he asked. “If it’s between two consenting adults, if it brings you pleasure, if it makes you feel connected… who gets to say it’s wrong?”

I didn’t have an answer for that.

“We can skip that part,” he said. “If you want. We can do everything else and leave that out.”

I shook my head. “No. I don’t want to leave it out. I just… I need to understand why I want it.”

“Maybe you don’t need to understand it,” he said. “Maybe you just need to feel it.”

Maybe he was right. Maybe I’d spent too much time in my head, analyzing and categorizing and trying to make sense of things that didn’t need to be made sense of. Maybe some things just were.

“Okay,” I said again.

He studied my face. “You don’t have to decide now. We can wait. A week, a month, as long as you need.”

“I know,” I said. “But I don’t want to wait.”

The truth of it settled between us. I didn’t want to wait. I wanted to do this, with him, now, while the rain fell outside and the house was quiet and we were both here, both willing, both wanting.

“Today?” he asked.

I nodded. “Today.”

He took my hand, lacing his fingers through mine. “Let’s go sit down,” he said. “Let’s talk through it, step by step.”

We went to the living room, settling on the couch with our tea. The rain continued to fall, a steady white noise that wrapped around us. Jonah pulled a blanket over our legs, and for a while we just sat there, holding hands, listening to the rain.

“Tell me what you remember,” he said finally.

“From five years ago?”

He nodded.

I closed my eyes, letting the memory surface. “We were in a hotel room. It was the last night of the conference. We’d spent three days together, and we both knew it was ending. You asked me if I trusted you. I said yes. You told me to get on my hands and knees on the bed. I did. You… you marked me. On my back. And then I… I did the same to you.”

“Was there anything you didn’t like?” he asked.

“I liked all of it,” I said honestly. “In the moment. It was after, when I was alone, that it got complicated.”

“What about the physical sensations?” he asked. “Anything that felt bad?”

I thought about it. “The warmth was… startling. But not bad. The smell was… intimate. The feeling of it on my skin, drying… it felt like a secret. Something just between us.”

He nodded, taking it in. “And when you did it to me?”

“I was nervous,” I admitted. “I didn’t want to mess it up. But you guided me through it. You told me what to do. And when it was done… I felt powerful. Like I’d given you something no one else ever had.”

“You had,” he said softly.

We were quiet for a moment, the memory hanging between us.

“This time,” he said, “we’ll do it face to face. So I can see your eyes. So you can see mine. And we’ll talk through each step. And we’ll stop whenever you want.”

“Okay,” I said.

“And we’ll do it here,” he said, glancing around the living room. “In the daylight. So there are no shadows. So you can see everything.”

“Okay,” I said again.

He squeezed my hand. “Are you sure?”

I looked at him, at his serious eyes, at the way he was watching me like I was the most important thing in the world. “I’m sure.”

He nodded. “Then let’s start with the basics. Tell me what you want, in your own words.”

I took a deep breath. “I want you to… mark me,” I said, the words feeling foreign in my mouth. “I want to feel claimed. I want to carry something of you with me. And I want to do the same to you. I want it to be mutual. I want it to be… an exchange. A promise.”

He listened, his expression intent. “Anything else?”

“I want you to tell me what to do,” I said. “I want you to guide me through it. I want to give you that control.”

“Okay,” he said. “And what are your limits?”

“I don’t want it in my hair,” I said immediately. “Or on my face. Just… my body. My back, my stomach, my chest.”

“Noted,” he said. “Anything else?”

“I want to shower after,” I said. “I want to be clean after.”

“Of course,” he said. “We’ll shower together, like we did last night.”

I nodded, feeling a surge of gratitude. He was taking this seriously. He was listening. He was making space for my fears and my needs.

“Your turn,” I said. “What do you want?”

He was quiet for a moment, thinking. “I want to see you let go,” he said finally. “I want to see you trust me enough to fall. I want to catch you. And I want to be caught by you. I want the reciprocity. I want the mutual vulnerability.”

His words echoed my own feelings so perfectly that it took my breath away.

“Anything you don’t want?” I asked.

“I don’t want you to do anything you’re not excited about,” he said. “I don’t want you to push yourself past your comfort zone just to please me. I want your enthusiasm, not your endurance.”

“I’m enthusiastic,” I said, and it was true. I was nervous, yes. Anxious, yes. But I also wanted this, with a deep, aching want that had been buried for five years.

He smiled, a real smile that reached his eyes. “Good.”

We talked for another hour, going over details, asking questions, making sure we were on the same page. We talked about aftercare—what we’d need, how we’d take care of each other. We talked about what we’d do if one of us got emotional. We talked about everything.

By the time we were done, the rain had lightened to a drizzle. The gray light had brightened, and I could see the water of the bay through the windows, choppy and silver.

“Are you ready?” Jonah asked.

I took a deep breath, my heart hammering in my chest. “Yes.”

He stood, holding out his hand. I took it, letting him pull me to my feet. He led me to the center of the living room, where the light was brightest.

“Take off your shirt,” he said, his voice calm, steady.

My hands shook as I pulled the t-shirt over my head, dropping it on the floor. I stood before him, naked from the waist up, the cool air raising goosebumps on my skin. He was watching me, his gaze warm and appreciative.

“You’re beautiful,” he said, the words simple and sincere.

“Thank you,” I whispered.

He took off his own shirt, dropping it beside mine. His chest was broad and defined, dusted with light hair, the muscles of his shoulders and arms shifting as he moved. I’d seen him naked last night, but this felt different. More intentional. More exposed.

“Come here,” he said.

I stepped into his space, close enough to feel the heat radiating from his body. He cupped my face in his hands, his thumbs stroking my cheeks.

“Last chance to change your mind,” he said softly.

“I don’t want to change my mind,” I said.

He nodded, then leaned down and kissed me. It was a slow, deep kiss, full of promise and tenderness. When he pulled back, his eyes were dark with desire.

“On your knees,” he said.

I sank to the floor, the wood cool beneath my knees. He knelt behind me, his chest pressed to my back, his arms coming around me.

“Put your hands on your thighs,” he said, his voice a murmur in my ear. “Palms up. Like you’re receiving something.”

I did as he said, my palms turned upward, my fingers relaxed. He kissed the side of my neck, his lips soft against my skin.

“Close your eyes,” he said. “Focus on your breathing. In through your nose, out through your mouth.”

I closed my eyes, focusing on my breath. In through my nose, out through my mouth. His chest rose and fell against my back, his breath warm on my neck.

“Good,” he murmured. “Just like that.”

His hands moved to my shoulders, his thumbs working the tension from my muscles. He kissed my neck again, then my shoulder, his lips trailing a path of warmth across my skin.

“I’m going to mark you now,” he said, his voice low and steady. “Is that okay?”

“Yes,” I breathed.

“Use your words,” he said.

“Yes,” I said, louder this time. “I want you to.”

His hands slid down my arms, then back up. He was quiet for a moment, just breathing with me, his body a solid wall of heat at my back.

Then I felt his hand between my shoulder blades, warm and firm. “Here,” he said. “I’m going to start here.”

I nodded, my breath catching in my throat.

He shifted behind me, and then I felt it—the warm, wet spill of him across my back. It was startling, just like I remembered, but this time I was prepared for it. This time I welcomed it. The warmth spread, pooling in the hollow of my spine, dripping slowly down my sides.

“Breathe,” he murmured, his hand still pressed to my back, spreading the warmth. “Just breathe.”

I focused on my breathing, in through my nose, out through my mouth. The warmth was intense, intimate, a claiming that went deeper than skin. I could feel it drying already, tightening on my skin, a tangible reminder of what we were doing.

“How does it feel?” he asked.

“Good,” I said, my voice shaky. “Warm. Heavy.”

“Good,” he said. He moved his hand lower, to the small of my back. “I’m going to do more here.”

“Yes,” I said.

Another warm spill, lower this time, spreading across the curve of my lower back. I shuddered, my fingers curling against my thighs.

“Still okay?” he asked.

“Still okay,” I said. “More than okay.”

He kissed my shoulder again, his lips soft against my skin. “You’re doing so well, Mira. You’re perfect.”

The praise went straight to my core, warming me from the inside out. I felt cherished, seen, wanted.

He moved his hand to my side, his fingers splaying over my ribs. “I want to mark you here too,” he said. “Where I can see it when you’re facing me.”

“Yes,” I said.

The warmth spread across my side, dripping down my hip. I could feel it everywhere now, a map of his desire painted across my skin.

“Last one,” he said, his hand moving to my stomach. “Right here, where I can feel it when I hold you.”

I nodded, my breath coming faster now. The warmth spilled across my stomach, pooling in my navel, dripping down into the waistband of my sweatpants. I gasped, my back arching.

“Easy,” he murmured, his arms tightening around me. “I’ve got you.”

I leaned back against him, letting him support my weight. His skin was warm against mine, the contrast of the drying marks and his living heat making me dizzy.

“We’re halfway done,” he said, his lips brushing my ear. “Now it’s your turn.”

He helped me to my feet, turning me to face him. His chest was bare, his skin flushed. He knelt before me, looking up at me with dark, serious eyes.

“Your turn,” he said again, his voice rough with desire. “Mark me.”

I knelt in front of him, my knees bracketing his. My hands were shaking as I reached for him, but he caught them, holding them steady.

“Breathe,” he said. “Just like before. In through your nose, out through your mouth.”

I took a deep breath, letting it out slowly. He released my hands, and I placed them on his chest, feeling the solid muscle beneath my palms, the steady beat of his heart.

“Where do you want me?” I asked, my voice barely a whisper.

“Wherever you want,” he said. “I’m yours.”

The words sent a shiver through me. I leaned forward, pressing my lips to the center of his chest. His skin was warm, tasting of salt and him. I kissed my way lower, to his stomach, feeling the muscles tighten under my mouth.

“Here,” I said, my lips against his skin. “I want to mark you here.”

“Okay,” he breathed.

I took a moment, gathering myself. This was different from being on the receiving end. This was active, intentional. This was me giving something to him.

I closed my eyes, focusing on the feeling of him beneath my hands, the sound of his breathing, the smell of his skin. And then I let go.

The warmth spread across his stomach, just below his navel. He gasped, his hands coming up to grip my shoulders. I kept my eyes closed, feeling the warmth spread, feeling him shudder beneath my touch.

“Good,” he breathed. “So good, Mira.”

Emboldened, I moved my mouth to his chest, marking him over his heart. He moaned, his fingers tightening on my shoulders.

“Again,” he said, his voice ragged. “Please.”

I marked his other side, then his collarbone, each warm spill followed by his shuddering breath, his murmured praise. I was lost in it, in the giving, in the receiving, in the mutual surrender.

When I was done, we were both panting, both marked, both claimed. He pulled me into his arms, holding me tight against him, our skin sticking together where the marks were still wet.

“Look at me,” he said.

I looked up, meeting his eyes. They were dark, intense, full of emotion I couldn’t name.

“You are the bravest person I know,” he said, the words raw and sincere.

Tears pricked at my eyes. I didn’t feel brave. I felt exposed, vulnerable, raw. But I also felt seen. Understood. Cherished.

He kissed me, slow and deep, his hands framing my face. When he pulled back, he was smiling, a real, joyous smile that lit up his whole face.

“We did it,” he said.

“We did,” I whispered.

He helped me to my feet, then scooped me up in his arms, carrying me to the bathroom. He set me down in the shower, turning on the water, adjusting the temperature until it was warm but not hot.

“We’ll wash off the physical part,” he said, soaping up a cloth. “But the feeling stays. The memory stays.”

I nodded, leaning into him as he washed my back, my sides, my stomach. The water ran in rivulets down my skin, carrying away the evidence but leaving the sensation behind—the ghost of warmth, the memory of his claim.

When we were both clean, he turned off the water and wrapped me in a towel, drying me with careful, tender strokes. He dried himself quickly, then led me back to the bedroom.

We didn’t get dressed. We just climbed into bed, pulling the covers over us, curling together like two halves of a whole.

“Are you okay?” he asked, his hand stroking my hair.

I thought about it. Really thought about it. “I’m better than okay,” I said finally. “I feel… clean. In a way I haven’t felt in five years.”

He kissed my forehead. “Me too.”

We lay there in the quiet, listening to the rain that had started up again, a soft patter on the roof. His hand moved in slow circles on my back, tracing the places where he’d marked me, even though the marks were gone.

“I don’t regret it this time,” I said into the silence.

He stilled. “Good,” he said, his voice thick with emotion. “Neither do I.”

“I think…” I started, then stopped, gathering my thoughts. “I think I needed to do it again, to prove to myself that it didn’t have to be something that broke me. That it could be something that healed me instead.”

He pulled me closer, his arms tightening around me. “You healed me too,” he whispered. “You have no idea.”

I closed my eyes, letting his words sink in. We’d both been broken, in different ways. We’d both been carrying the weight of that weekend for five years. And now, here, in this bed, in this house at the end of the dock, we’d taken that weight and transformed it into something else. Something lighter. Something that could hold us up instead of drag us down.

The rain fell. The house creaked in the wind. Jonah’s heartbeat was steady against my ear.

I was home. I was his. He was mine.

And the tide, finally, was coming in.




Chapter 13 — The Turning Tide

The rain lasted through the night and into the next morning, a steady drumbeat on the roof that kept time with our breathing. Jonah and I didn’t leave the bed except for necessities—food, water, the bathroom. The rest of the time we stayed wrapped around each other, talking in low voices, touching with a new kind of ease.

It felt like we’d crossed a threshold. The marking the day before had been a bridge between then and now, between who we were five years ago and who we were becoming. It had been vulnerable and terrifying and healing, and now there was a new quiet between us, a shared knowledge that we could be that raw with each other and still be safe.

On the second morning, I woke to Jonah already awake, propped on one elbow, watching me.

“Morning,” I said, my voice sleep-thick.

“Morning.” He reached out, brushing a strand of hair from my face. “Sleep okay?”

“I keep sleeping better than I have in years,” I said, rolling onto my back. “It’s starting to feel like a pattern.”

“Good.” His hand settled on my stomach, his thumb stroking the soft skin just below my navel. “The rain’s letting up.”

I listened. He was right—the steady drumming had faded to a soft patter, the kind of rain that promised to clear by midday. Light was filtering through the windows, pale and watery.

“We should check the tide tables,” I said, though I made no move to get up. “See if we can get out on the water later.”

“Already did.” Jonah’s hand moved in slow circles on my stomach. “Low tide’s at three. We could go out after lunch, check the oyster beds on the far side.”

“Okay.” I let my eyes drift closed, savoring the feel of his hand on my skin. “What time is it now?”

“Just after nine.” He leaned down, kissing my shoulder. “We have time.”

Time. It felt like we had all the time in the world, even though I knew that wasn’t true. My leave from work was finite. The fall storms would come. The world would keep turning. But right now, in this bed, with Jonah’s hand on my stomach and his breath warm against my skin, time felt like something we could hold between our hands, something soft and malleable.

His hand slipped lower, his fingers tracing the line of my hip bone. I opened my eyes, meeting his gaze. His eyes were dark, serious, full of an intensity that made my breath catch.

“What are you thinking?” I asked.

“That I want to touch you,” he said, his voice low. “That I’ve been wanting to touch you all morning.”

My heart kicked against my ribs. “So touch me.”

He shifted, moving over me, bracing himself on his elbows. He looked down at me, his expression so focused it made my stomach flutter. Slowly, deliberately, he lowered his head and kissed me.

It wasn’t like the kisses we’d shared before. This one was slow, deep, searching. It was a kiss that said I know you now and I still want to know more. It was a kiss that made my toes curl and my blood heat.

His hand slid from my hip to my thigh, his fingers pressing into the soft flesh there. I arched against him, my hands coming up to grip his shoulders. He was warm and solid, all muscle and heat, and I wanted him closer, wanted him everywhere.

He broke the kiss, his breath coming faster. “Mira.”

“Jonah.” I said his name like a prayer, like a promise.

“I want you,” he said, the words raw and honest. “I want all of you.”

“I want you too,” I whispered. “I have for five years.”

He kissed me again, harder this time, more urgent. His hands were everywhere—in my hair, on my face, sliding down my sides, mapping my body like he was trying to memorize it. I gasped into his mouth, my fingers digging into his back.

We were both naked—we’d slept that way, skin to skin, and hadn’t bothered with clothes since. The feel of him against me, the hard planes of his body pressed against the soft curves of mine, was almost too much. I could feel his erection against my thigh, hot and heavy, and the knowledge that he wanted me that much made me dizzy.

He moved his mouth from my lips to my jaw, then down my neck, his teeth scraping lightly against my skin. I tilted my head back, giving him better access, a moan slipping from my throat.

“Tell me what you want,” he said against my skin, his voice rough. “Tell me what feels good.”

“I want your mouth,” I gasped. “I want your hands. I want you inside me.”

He made a sound halfway between a groan and a growl, his hands tightening on my hips. “Fuck, Mira.”

He kissed his way down my chest, taking his time, his mouth hot and wet on my skin. When he reached my breasts, he paused, looking up at me, his eyes asking permission. I nodded, my breath catching in my throat.

He took one nipple into his mouth, sucking gently, his tongue circling the peak. Pleasure shot straight to my core, sharp and sweet. I cried out, my back arching off the bed. He switched to the other breast, giving it the same attention, his hand coming up to knead the one he’d just left.

I was already wet, already aching for him. The marking the day before had left me sensitive, hyper-aware of every touch, every breath. Now, with Jonah’s mouth on my breasts and his hands on my body, I felt like I was coming apart at the seams.

He moved lower, his mouth trailing down my stomach, his tongue dipping into my navel. I shuddered, my hands fisting in the sheets. When he reached the top of my thighs, he paused again, looking up at me.

“Okay?” he asked, his voice thick with desire.

“More than okay,” I whispered. “Please.”

He spread my legs, settling between them. The first touch of his tongue against my clit made me jerk, a shocked gasp tearing from my throat. He did it again, slower this time, more deliberate, and I melted into the bed, boneless with pleasure.

He was thorough, attentive, learning my body with his mouth and his hands. He licked and sucked and teased, his fingers sliding inside me, curling just right, hitting a spot that made me see stars. I was panting, writhing, my hips moving against his mouth, chasing the pleasure he was giving me.

“Jonah,” I gasped. “I’m close.”

He hummed against me, the vibration sending another wave of pleasure crashing through me. His fingers worked in and out of me, his tongue circling my clit, and then I was coming, my body tightening around his fingers, a cry tearing from my throat as the orgasm rolled through me in waves.

He stayed with me through it, his mouth gentle now, soothing. When the last tremors had faded, he moved up my body, kissing his way back to my mouth. I could taste myself on his lips, salty and sweet, and the knowledge that he’d done that for me, that he’d wanted to, made something in my chest tighten.

“Okay?” he asked, brushing my hair back from my face.

I nodded, too breathless to speak. My body felt limp, sated, but I could feel the ache for him still there, deeper now, more urgent.

“I want you inside me,” I said, my voice ragged. “Now.”

He groaned, his forehead dropping to my shoulder. “You’re going to kill me, Mira.”

“Good way to go,” I whispered, my hands sliding down his back to his ass, pulling him closer.

He reached for the nightstand, fumbling for a condom. I took it from him, tearing it open with trembling fingers. He watched me, his eyes dark with need, as I rolled it onto him, my hand stroking his length. He was hard and thick, the skin smooth and hot under my palm.

When I was done, he took my hand, bringing it to his mouth, kissing my knuckles. “Ready?”

“More than ready,” I said.

He positioned himself between my legs, the head of his cock pressing against my entrance. He looked down at me, his expression so open, so vulnerable, that it took my breath away.

“I love you,” he said, the words soft but sure.

Tears pricked at my eyes. “I love you too.”

He pushed inside me, slow and steady, giving me time to adjust. I gasped at the stretch, the fullness, the rightness of it. It had been five years, but my body remembered his, opening for him like it had been waiting.

When he was fully seated, he stilled, his arms braced on either side of my head. “Okay?”

I nodded, wrapping my legs around his waist, pulling him deeper. “Perfect.”

He began to move, slow at first, then faster as we found our rhythm. It was different from five years ago—slower, more intentional, more emotional. Every thrust felt like a confession, every gasp like a prayer. I could feel the love in it, the care, the years of waiting and wanting and hoping.

His hands found mine, our fingers tangling together, holding on tight. He kissed me, deep and hungry, his tongue mirroring the rhythm of his hips. I met him thrust for thrust, my body rising to meet his, pleasure building with every movement.

It felt like coming home. It felt like forgiveness. It felt like the tide turning, pulling us together after years of being apart.

“Jonah,” I gasped, my nails digging into his back. “I’m close again.”

“Me too,” he groaned, his hips snapping against mine. “Come with me, Mira. Please.”

He reached between us, his thumb circling my clit, and that was all it took. My orgasm hit me like a wave, crashing over me, pulling me under. I cried out, my body clenching around him, and he followed me over the edge, his own release shuddering through him, his name a prayer on my lips.

He collapsed on top of me, his weight a welcome comfort. We lay like that for a long time, breathing together, hearts beating in sync. The rain had stopped completely, and sunlight was streaming through the windows, painting golden patterns on the floor.

Eventually, he shifted, rolling to his side and pulling me with him. We stayed curled together, our legs tangled, his arms tight around me. I could feel his heart beating against my back, steady and strong.

“I meant it,” he said, his lips against my hair. “I love you.”

“I know,” I whispered, turning in his arms to face him. “I meant it too.”

He kissed me, soft and sweet. “What happens now?”

“Now,” I said, tracing the line of his jaw with my finger, “we get up. We make breakfast. We check the tide tables. We go out on the water.”

“And after that?”

“After that,” I said, smiling, “we figure it out. Together.”

He smiled back, a real, joyous smile that lit up his whole face. “Together.”

We did get up, eventually. We made breakfast—scrambled eggs and toast, eaten standing at the kitchen counter, both of us wearing nothing but the morning light. We checked the tide tables. We got dressed in our work clothes—jeans and t-shirts and boots—and went out to the dock.

The air was clean and crisp after the rain, the sky a brilliant blue streaked with white clouds. The water was calm, reflecting the sky like a mirror. Jonah started the engine on his boat, and we headed out, the wind in our hair, the sun on our faces.

We checked the oyster beds on the far side of the bay, the ones that were hardest to reach at low tide. They were healthy, thriving, the oysters fat and glossy in their cages. Jonah showed me how to check for predators, how to clean the cages, how to tell when an oyster was ready for harvest.

It was physical work, messy and satisfying. By the time we were done, my hands were raw, my clothes were wet, and I was smiling so hard my face hurt.

On the way back, Jonah cut the engine, letting the boat drift. We were in the middle of the bay, the shore a distant smudge on either side. The only sounds were the lap of water against the hull and the cry of gulls overhead.

Jonah came to sit beside me on the bench, his arm around my shoulders. “It’s a good life,” he said, looking out at the water. “Hard, but good.”

“It is,” I agreed, leaning into him.

“I want you to stay,” he said, his voice quiet but sure. “I know you have your job in DC. I know you have a life there. But I want you to stay here, with me, on the farm.”

I looked at him, at the earnestness in his eyes, the hope warring with fear. “I want to stay too.”

“Really?”

“Really.” I took his hand, lacing our fingers together. “I’ve been thinking about it. I could work remotely, at least part-time. My research can be done from anywhere. And the policy work… there are ways to stay involved without being in DC full-time.”

He squeezed my hand. “You’d do that? For me? For this?”

“For us,” I said. “For me. I love this place, Jonah. I love the farm. I love the water. I love you.”

He kissed me then, deep and full of promise. When he pulled back, he was smiling. “Okay,” he said. “Okay.”

We stayed out on the water until the sun began to dip toward the horizon, painting the sky in shades of orange and pink. On the way back to the dock, Jonah pointed out a pod of dolphins playing in our wake, their sleek bodies arcing through the water.

“It’s a sign,” he said, grinning.

“Of what?”

“Of good things to come.”

I smiled, leaning against him. “I think you might be right.”

Back at the house, we showered together, washing off the salt and sweat of the day. We made dinner together, pasta with fresh tomatoes and basil from the garden. We ate on the porch, watching the sunset, our feet tangled together under the table.

After dinner, we sat on the dock, our legs dangling over the edge, our shoulders touching. The water was black and silver in the moonlight, the only sound the gentle lap of waves against the pilings.

“I have something to tell you,” Jonah said, his voice serious.

I turned to look at him. “What is it?”

“A buyer approached me,” he said. “A few weeks ago, before you came back. They want to buy the farm. They’re offering enough that I could retire, travel, do whatever I want.”

My heart stuttered in my chest. “Oh.”

“I turned them down,” he said quickly. “I told them the farm wasn’t for sale. Not now, not ever.”

“Why?” I asked, though I thought I knew the answer.

“Because this is my home,” he said, his eyes on mine. “Because I’ve spent the last three years building something here. Because I waited five years for you to come back, and now that you’re here, I’m not giving up a single second of it.”

Tears welled in my eyes. “Jonah.”

“I’m telling you because I want you to know,” he said, taking my hand. “I want you to know that I chose this. I choose this. I choose you.”

I leaned forward, kissing him, pouring all the love and gratitude I felt into it. When I pulled back, I rested my forehead against his. “I choose you too.”

We sat there for a long time, watching the stars come out, one by one, until the sky was a blanket of silver. The tide was coming in, the water rising around the dock, the sound of it a steady, comforting rhythm.

“You know,” I said, my voice soft, “five years ago, I thought what happened between us was a mistake. I thought it was something to run from, to hide from, to be ashamed of.”

“And now?” Jonah asked, his thumb stroking the back of my hand.

“Now I think it was the beginning,” I said. “The beginning of everything.”

He kissed me again, slow and sweet. “I think you’re right.”

We went inside eventually, to bed, to each other. We made love again, slower this time, more tender, as if we had all the time in the world. And maybe we did. Maybe this was just the beginning—of us, of the farm, of a life built on forgiveness and hope and second chances.

After, as we lay tangled together in the dark, Jonah’s hand stroking my hair, I thought about the tide. How it went out, how it came in. How it was always moving, always changing, but always, eventually, returning to shore.

Five years ago, the tide had gone out, taking Jonah with it. Taking me away from him, from this place, from myself.

Now, the tide was coming in. And this time, I was staying.




Chapter 14 — The Offer

The first week after we said the words was like a sunrise after a long, cold night. Everything was painted in a new light, warmer and softer. I woke up in Jonah’s bed every morning, the smell of salt and coffee and him tangled in the sheets. We fell into a rhythm. He’d be up before dawn to check the tides, and I’d join him after, my old thermos filled with coffee I’d learned to brew the way he liked it—strong, no sugar, a splash of cream.

We worked the farm together, the rhythm of it returning to my muscles like a song I’d forgotten I knew. Sorting seed, checking lines, the repetitive, wet work of the estuary. It was physical and quiet, and the silence between us now was a comfortable thing, filled with looks and touches—his hand on the small of my back as I reached for a bucket, my fingers brushing his when he passed me a knife. It was a language we were building, word by word, touch by touch.

He didn’t bring up what we’d done on the dock again, not directly, but it was there, a hum in the air between us. A knowing. Sometimes, in the middle of the afternoon, he’d look at me across the sorting table, his eyes dark and hot, and I’d feel my whole body go liquid and warm. It was a promise, deferred. We were building up to it, letting the tension coil, and it was exquisite.

I was in the farm’s tiny office—really just a shed with a desk and a Wi-Fi router that blinked like it was on life support—trying to sort through five years of digital neglect in my professional email. I’d officially taken a leave of absence from the policy institute, but my inbox was a beast that refused to be tamed.

That’s when the email from Everett Shaw landed.

The subject line was innocuous: Inquiry re: Vance Family Oyster Holdings. My blood went cold. It was from a commercial real estate and aquaculture acquisition firm based in Portland. I knew the name. They were big, aggressive, known for consolidating small farms into “efficient portfolios.”

My hands were trembling as I opened it. It was formal, polite. Mr. Shaw expressed admiration for the “prime estuarine location” and the “remarkable turnaround in yield and quality over the past three years.” He noted public records showed the property had changed hands, but he was reaching out to “all parties of interest.” He was making an unsolicited offer to purchase the Tidewater Oyster Farm. The number he quoted made my breath stop in my throat.

It was more money than my parents had ever dreamed of. It was enough for Jonah to never work another day in his life. It was enough for me to pay off my student loans, buy a house in D.C., and fund my own research for a decade.

It felt like a trap.

I closed the laptop. The shed felt suddenly airless. I walked out, blinking in the harsh afternoon sun, and went to find Jonah. He was down at the far end of the dock, repairing a section of railing that had been weakened by last winter’s storms. He was shirtless, his skin gleaming with sweat and sunscreen, the muscles in his back shifting as he drove a new post into the pilings.

I stood there for a minute, just watching him. The certainty of him. The solid, quiet way he moved in this place that was his. Theirs, a voice in my head whispered. Ours.

“Hey,” I said.

He turned, wiping his forehead with the back of his wrist. He smiled when he saw me, a real, easy smile that still had the power to make my heart flip. Then the smile faded. “What’s wrong?”

“How do you know something’s wrong?”

“You’re standing like you’re braced for a wave.” He set the mallet down. “Talk to me, Mira.”

I walked over, the weathered wood of the dock warm under my bare feet. I handed him the printed email. “Came to my old .edu address. They must have dug it up.”

He took it, his fingers leaving faint smudges of dirt on the paper. He read it slowly, his expression not changing. When he finished, he looked out at the water, at the lines of oyster cages resting in the shallow tide.

“It’s a good offer,” he said finally, his voice neutral.

“It’s a life-changing offer,” I said, the words tasting like ash.

“It is.” He looked back at me. “What do you want to do?”

“What do you want to do?” I shot back, panic making my voice sharp. “It’s your farm, Jonah. You bought it.”

“I kept it for you,” he said, simple and devastating. “So the question stands. What do you want?”

I wanted to scream. I wanted to grab the paper and tear it into a thousand pieces and let the tide take it. I also wanted, with a small, shameful part of myself that was still the girl who ran to D.C., to see relief in his eyes. To see him think, Yes, this is our out. We take the money, we go somewhere easier.

But he just watched me, waiting.

“I don’t want to sell,” I said, the words feeling both true and terrifying. “This is… this is home. You’re here.”

He nodded, once. “Okay.”

“But Jonah… that money. It’s security. It’s freedom.”

“This is freedom,” he said, gesturing to the water, the sky, the ramshackle house at the end of the dock. “It’s the only kind I’ve ever wanted.”

“What if I’m not enough?” The question slipped out, quiet and broken. “What if this… us… the farm… what if it’s not enough for you in five more years? This offer won’t be here then.”

He crossed the space between us in two strides. He didn’t touch me, just stood close, his body heat a palpable force. “Look at me.” I did. His eyes were the color of the sea under storm clouds. “Five years ago, you were enough. For one weekend, you were everything. You left, and I spent five years trying to forget how that felt. I couldn’t. I bought this godforsaken piece of mud and rock because it smelled like you. Because keeping it alive felt like the only way to keep that weekend alive. So don’t you ever ask me if you’re enough. The question is whether I’m enough. Whether this life is enough for you.”

Tears blurred my vision. “It is. You are.”

“Then we tell Mr. Shaw no.”

“Just like that?”

“Just like that.” He finally reached out, his thumb catching a tear that escaped down my cheek. The calloused pad was rough against my skin. “But Mira. I need you to be sure. Not just right now. I need you to sit with it. For a few days. Let the idea of that money sit next to the idea of this life. See which one feels like a cage and which one feels like the ocean.”

He was right. He was always, infuriatingly, right. I nodded, swallowing the lump in my throat. “Okay.”

“Okay.” He leaned in and kissed me, a soft, sealing promise. “Now help me with this post. It’s being stubborn.”

We worked side-by-side for the rest of the afternoon, the email a specter between us, but a smaller one now. He’d named it. We were looking at it. That was the difference this time.

That night, after a dinner of grilled fish and salad eaten on the deck, the air turning cool, I couldn’t shake a restless energy. The offer was a seed of doubt, and it had found fertile ground in the part of me that was trained to always choose the safe, the rational, the proven path. Policy work was safe. A bank account with that many zeros was safe. Jonah… Jonah was a riptide. A leap from a cliff. A weekend that ruined you for anything else.

I was washing dishes, staring out the window at the darkening cove, when his arms slid around my waist from behind. He nuzzled the side of my neck, his stubble scratching deliciously.

“You’re thinking too loud,” he murmured against my skin.

“It’s a lot of money, Jonah.”

“I know.” His hands slid up, under my t-shirt, settling on my ribs. His palms were warm. “But what’s it for? A bigger house? Fancier car? You’ve lived in a bigger house. Drove a fancier car. Were you happier?”

I leaned back into him, letting my head rest on his shoulder. “No.”

“Then it’s just paper.” His fingers traced the lower curve of my breasts, not seeking, just connecting. “This is real. You. Me. The salt on your skin right now. The way you sigh in your sleep. Real.”

He was stripping it down, as he did with everything. Reducing the complex equation to its essential parts. I turned in his arms, looping my wet hands around his neck. “How are you so sure?”

“Because I’ve had five years of quiet to think about what matters,” he said. “And it’s not paper.” He kissed me, deep and slow, and I could taste the certainty on his tongue. It was an anchor.

When we broke apart, I was breathless. The restless energy had transformed, melting into a different kind of heat, a need to be close, to feel that realness he was talking about in the most primal way.

“I don’t want to think about it anymore,” I whispered against his lips.

“Then don’t.” He scooped me up, one arm under my knees, the other behind my back, and carried me out of the kitchen, down the short hall to the bedroom. He laid me down on the rumpled sheets, following me down, his body a welcome weight.

This time was different from the frantic reconnection on the dock, different from the tender lovemaking that followed. This was deliberate. A claiming. An answer.

He kissed me like he was memorizing me, his mouth moving from my lips to my jaw to the sensitive spot below my ear. He peeled my clothes off slowly, piece by piece, his eyes never leaving mine. When I was naked, he sat back on his heels, just looking.

“You’re so beautiful,” he said, the words gravelly with want. “Every fucking time, Mira. It knocks the air out of me.”

I reached for the button of his jeans. “You’re overdressed.”

He helped me, shucking his clothes quickly, and then he was over me again, skin to skin. The feeling was electric. I ran my hands over the planes of his back, the hard muscles of his shoulders, the faint scars from old cuts and burns. This was his history, written on his body. I wanted to learn it all.

He kissed down my neck, my collarbone, taking his time. He lavished attention on my breasts, sucking one nipple into his mouth while his thumb circled the other. Pleasure, sharp and sweet, arrowed straight to my core. I arched against him, a soft moan escaping me.

“Jonah…”

“I know,” he whispered, moving lower. He kissed my stomach, the hollows of my hips, and then he settled between my thighs. He didn’t go straight for my clit. He nuzzled the inside of my thigh, kissed the crease where leg met body, his breath hot against my wetness. The anticipation was a live wire.

“Please,” I breathed, tangling my hands in his sandy hair.

He looked up, his eyes dark. “Tell me what you want.”

“I want your mouth on me. I want to come on your tongue.”

A low growl rumbled in his chest, and then he did. He licked a slow, broad stripe through my folds, and my hips came off the bed. He did it again, and again, until I was trembling. Then he zeroed in on my clit, sucking it gently into his mouth, his tongue flicking over the sensitive bud with a precision that drove me wild.

“Oh, god, right there,” I choked out, my back bowing. The coil of pleasure tightened, unbearable and exquisite. He slid two fingers inside me, curling them, finding that spot that made me see stars. The dual sensation—his mouth on my clit, his fingers inside me—pushed me over the edge fast. I came with a cry, my body seizing, waves of pleasure radiating out from my center. He didn’t let up, gentling his touch but drawing it out until I was a shuddering, boneless mess.

Before I could fully come down, he was moving up my body, kissing me, letting me taste myself on his lips. I could feel the hard length of his cock pressing against my thigh, wet at the tip.

“I need you inside me,” I said, reaching between us to wrap my hand around him. He was thick, velvety steel in my grip. I stroked him once, twice, and he shuddered.

“Condom,” he gritted out, reaching for the nightstand.

I stilled his hand. “I’m on the pill. And I’m clean. Got tested after my last… which was over a year ago.”

He searched my face. “I haven’t been with anyone since you. Not once.”

The truth of that, the sheer magnitude of it, stole my breath. “Then just us,” I whispered.

He nodded, a fierce, grateful look in his eyes. He positioned himself at my entrance, the broad head of his cock nudging against me. He pushed in slowly, inch by incredible inch, giving my body time to stretch and accept him. When he was fully seated, we both let out a ragged breath. The feeling of fullness, of connection, was overwhelming.

He began to move, a slow, deep rhythm that had me clutching at his back. Every thrust was a promise, an answer to the doubt that had plagued me. This. This is real.

“Look at me,” he said, his voice strained. I opened my eyes, meeting his gaze. The intensity there was almost too much. “This is my choice. You are my choice. Every damn time.”

Tears welled in my eyes again, but they were happy tears. “You’re mine,” I managed.

He kissed me, swallowing my words, and his pace increased. The bed rocked against the wall with a steady, rhythmic thump. The sound of our breathing, skin slapping against skin, my soft cries, his low groans—it was a symphony of us. He shifted slightly, hitting a spot deep inside that made me gasp.

“There… Jonah, right there…”

He hammered that spot, his thrusts becoming harder, faster, more urgent. I could feel another orgasm building, deeper and more powerful than the first. It started as a low thrum in my belly and spread like wildfire.

“I’m gonna come,” I warned, my voice high and tight.

“Come for me, Mira. Let me feel you.”

That was all it took. My climax ripped through me, a convulsive, blinding wave of pleasure that seemed to go on forever. I clenched around him, milking him, and with a raw shout, he followed me over. I felt the hot pulse of his release inside me, a final, profound connection. He collapsed on top of me, his weight a crushing, perfect comfort.

We lay like that for a long time, our hearts hammering against each other, our breath slowly returning to normal. The smell of sex and sweat and us filled the room.

Eventually, he rolled to the side, pulling me with him so I was sprawled half on top of him. He traced idle patterns on my back.

“The offer,” I said into the quiet, my voice muffled against his chest.

“Mira…”

“No, let me finish.” I propped myself up on an elbow to look at him. “Sitting with it. That’s what you said. Well, I’m sitting with it. And the only thing that money could buy that I want… is security for this. For you. So you don’t have to kill yourself every winter when the storms come. So we could maybe hire more help. So we could build a better house that doesn’t feel like it’ll blow into the cove in a gale.”

He was watching me, his expression unreadable. “You want to use the money… to invest in the farm?”

“Not all of it. Some of it. A safety net. The rest… I don’t know. A trust for any future employees’ kids. A scholarship for local marine bio students. Something that stays here. That helps here.” The idea was forming even as I spoke, taking shape. “We don’t have to sell to do that. But… maybe we could talk to him. See if he’d be interested as a silent partner. An investor. Someone who wants the farm to succeed, not just its land.”

Jonah was silent for a full minute. Then a slow, real smile spread across his face. “You’re brilliant.”

“I’m pragmatic.”

“You’re brilliant and pragmatic.” He pulled me down for a kiss. “That’s a hell of an idea. Turning a predator into a partner.”

“Or at least seeing if the predator is open to a different kind of meal.” I settled back against him. “We’d have to be careful. Protections in place. We keep controlling interest. We make the decisions.”

“We,” he repeated, the word heavy with meaning.

“Yeah,” I said, my own smile forming. “We.”

The next few days were a strange, suspended time. We went about the work of the farm, but the specter had shape now, and we were studying it from all angles. We talked about it over meals, on the dock, in bed. We argued about terms, about percentages, about what we would never budge on.

And through it all, the physical need between us burned, a constant low flame that regularly erupted into wildfire. The uncertainty, the big decision looming, seemed to channel itself into a raw, desperate hunger for each other.

Two nights later, after a particularly tense discussion about legal frameworks, I found him standing on the back deck, staring out at the black water. The moon was a sliver, offering little light.

I came up behind him, wrapping my arms around his waist, pressing my cheek to his bare back. He was tense.

“What is it?” I asked.

“Just thinking about how close we came,” he said quietly. “Five years ago. And now again. To missing this.”

I understood. The email was just another version of me leaving. A cleaner, more financially sound version, but an ending all the same.

I turned him to face me. “We’re not missing it.” I went to my knees on the rough decking.

“Mira…” His voice was a warning and a plea.

“Shhh.” I undid his fly, freeing his cock. He was already half-hard. I took him in my mouth, swallowing him down until he hit the back of my throat. He groaned, his hands coming to fist in my hair.

I loved this. The taste of him, salty and musky. The way he lost control. The power of it. I bobbed my head, using my tongue, my hand working the base. His hips began to jerk, tiny, involuntary thrusts.

“I’m not gonna last,” he warned, his voice tight.

I hummed in acknowledgment, the vibration making him curse. A minute later, he came with a sharp cry, his release flooding my mouth. I swallowed, taking everything he gave me, a different kind of claiming. When he was spent, I released him, resting my forehead against his thigh.

He hauled me up, kissing me deeply, tasting himself on my tongue. “My turn,” he growled.

He spun me around, bending me over the deck railing. The wood was cool and rough under my forearms. He pushed my shorts and panties down to my ankles. The night air kissed my exposed skin. I heard him spit into his hand, then the slick sound of him stroking himself back to hardness.

He entered me from behind in one smooth, deep thrust. I cried out, the fullness a shock. He set a brutal, punishing pace, his hands gripping my hips hard enough to leave bruises. This wasn’t about tenderness. This was about possession, about erasing doubt, about marking each other as ours in the most fundamental way. Each slam of his body into mine was a punctuation mark: Here. Stay. Mine.

“Tell me,” he demanded, his breath hot on my neck.

“I’m yours!” I gasped, the railing digging into my pelvis. “I’m staying, Jonah, I’m staying!”

With a final, deep thrust, he came again, his shout lost in the vastness of the night. My own orgasm tore through me, a sharp, bright thing that left my knees weak. He held me up, his body draped over mine as we both shuddered through the aftershocks.

After, he pulled me upright, turned me around, and held me tightly against him. We were both slick with sweat, trembling.

“We’ll call him tomorrow,” he said into my hair. “We’ll hear him out. On our terms.”

“On our terms,” I agreed.

We slept tangled together that night, and for the first time since the email arrived, the future didn’t feel like a cliff edge. It felt like a path we were building, step by step, together.

The next morning, we made the call from the office shed, on speakerphone. Everett Shaw was smooth, professional, and initially confused by our counter-proposal. But as Jonah, in his quiet, direct way, laid out the farm’s recent yield numbers, the quality metrics, and our vision for sustainable, small-batch aquaculture, I heard the man’s interest shift. He wasn’t just a predator; he was a businessman. And a good businessman knows a valuable asset with passionate operators is better than a quick flip.

We set up a meeting for the following week in Portland. “To discuss possibilities,” Shaw said.

When we hung up, Jonah looked at me. “Well. We’re doing it.”

“We’re doing it,” I echoed. A thrill, part terror, part exhilaration, shot through me.

That afternoon, we took the small skiff out to the far beds, checking the lines for starfish. The sun was high, the water a brilliant blue. We worked in companionable silence for a while.

Then Jonah said, “You know, that first weekend. After you left. I came out here. To this exact spot.”

I stopped my work, looking at him. He was squinting against the sun, his profile sharp.

“I was so angry. At you for leaving. At myself for letting you. I thought about selling my dad’s old boat, using the money to leave. Go up to Alaska, work on a crabbing boat. Something hard enough to make me forget.”

My heart ached. “What stopped you?”

He looked at me then. “The tide came in.” He said it simply, as if it explained everything. And in a way, it did. “It just… came in. Like it always does. And I realized I didn’t want to forget. I wanted to remember. And I wanted to be right here when you decided to come back.”

I didn’t have words. I leaned across the skiff and kissed him, a salty, sun-warmed kiss that tasted like forgiveness and the future.

As we headed back to the dock, the engine puttering, I watched his hands on the tiller. Those weather-cracked, capable hands that had built something out of nothing, that had waited for me, that knew every inch of my body.

The offer from Shaw was still a question mark. A risk. But Jonah was my answer. This place was my answer. The tide, forever coming in, was my answer.

I scooted over on the bench seat, pressing myself against his side. He dropped a kiss on the top of my head.

“Whatever happens in Portland,” I said, my voice firm with a certainty that came from my bones, “we come back here.”

He didn’t look at me, just kept his eyes on the channel ahead. But his arm tightened around my shoulders.

“We come back here,” he agreed.

And I knew, as surely as I knew the smell of the estuary on the wind, that we would. ## Chapter 15 — The City

Portland smelled different. Not bad, just different. Cleaner, in a chemical way. No salt, no low-tide mud, no diesel from the boats. Just car exhaust, coffee shops, and the faint dampness of a city built on a river. I stood on the sidewalk outside the hotel, breathing it in, feeling like a tourist in a place I used to navigate on autopilot.

Jonah came out behind me, adjusting the collar of the button-down shirt he’d bought for the occasion. It was dark blue, crisp, and it made his eyes look like the deep water over the oyster beds. He looked good. He looked uncomfortable.

“You clean up nice,” I said, smoothing a hand down his chest.

He caught my wrist, brought my knuckles to his lips. “Feels like a costume.”

“It is. For an hour. Then we can go back to being us.”

He nodded, but the tension in his jaw remained. This wasn’t his world. Glass towers and venture capital and words like “synergy.” His world was tidal charts and predator control and the satisfying heft of a sack full of market-ready oysters.

We walked the three blocks to Shaw’s office building. My own heels clicked on the pavement, a sound I hadn’t heard in months. I’d worn a simple navy sheath dress, professional but not overly formal. My skin felt pale under the city’s filtered light, my freckles less pronounced. I missed my salt-stiff jeans and Jonah’s old sweatshirt.

The building lobby was all marble and chrome. A bored-looking security guard directed us to the elevators. As the doors closed, sealing us in a mirrored box, Jonah reached for my hand. His palm was dry, his grip firm.

“Whatever happens in there,” he said, not looking at me but at our reflection, “we’re a team.”

“We’re a team,” I affirmed, squeezing his hand.

Shaw’s office was on the fifteenth floor. The reception area was sleek, minimalist, with a view of the Willamette River winding through the city. Everett Shaw himself emerged from a glass-walled office. He was younger than I’d expected, maybe forty, with sharp eyes and an easy smile that didn’t quite reach them. He wore the uniform: tailored suit, no tie, expensive watch.

“Mira, Jonah,” he said, shaking our hands with a firm, dry grip. “Thanks for making the trip. Come on in.”

His office was bigger than Jonah’s whole house. The wall behind his desk was a floor-to-ceiling window with a panoramic view. He gestured to a seating area with low leather couches. “Coffee? Water?”

“We’re fine,” Jonah said, his voice low but steady. He sat on the edge of the couch, posture rigid. I sat beside him, close enough that our thighs touched.

Shaw took the chair opposite, crossing one ankle over his knee. “So. You’ve piqued my interest. The full buyout was a straightforward play. But your counter… tell me more.”

Jonah looked at me. I took the lead. “The full buyout removes the asset from our community. It turns a working waterfront into… well, we’re not sure what. Another boutique hotel, maybe. Or just a land bank. We’re not interested in that.”

“We’re interested in growing the business,” Jonah cut in. His words were short, clipped. “We have capacity. We have quality. What we don’t have is capital for infrastructure. A new grading line. A proper cold storage unit. Maybe a small tasting room on the dock. Things that increase yield and margin without increasing our footprint.”

Shaw steepled his fingers. “And you see me providing that capital in exchange for…?”

“A minority stake,” I said. “Non-controlling. We maintain operational control. You get a return on investment through profit distribution. And you get the story. Sustainable, hyper-local, traceable seafood. That’s a brand builder for a portfolio like yours.”

Shaw leaned back, a thoughtful expression on his face. “You’ve done your homework.”

“She’s got a PhD in marine policy,” Jonah said, a thread of pride in his voice. “She understands the regulatory landscape, the grant opportunities. I know the water, the stock, the day-to-day.”

“A complementary skill set.” Shaw’s gaze flicked between us, assessing. “And your relationship? Purely professional?”

The question was blunt, invasive. My cheeks heated, but Jonah didn’t flinch.

“Our relationship is our business,” he said, his tone flat. “It doesn’t affect the quality of the oysters.”

Shaw held up a placating hand. “Of course. I’m just evaluating stability. Partnerships are tricky. Personal and professional lines get blurred.”

“They’re already blurred,” I said, meeting his eyes. “That’s the point. This isn’t just a business for us. It’s our home. That’s why we’ll work harder, smarter, and longer than any hired manager you could install. Our skin is in the game. All of it.”

Silence stretched. Shaw looked out the window, at the river far below. Finally, he turned back. “I’ll need to see detailed projections. A three-year plan. Your books, obviously. An environmental impact assessment for the proposed expansions.”

“We have projections,” I said. “The books are clean. The impact assessment would be minimal—we’re talking about upgrading existing structures, not new development.”

“Still necessary.” He stood, signaling the meeting was nearing its end. “Have your lawyer send over a draft term sheet based on what we’ve discussed. Minority stake, operational control to you, first right of refusal on any future sale. We can negotiate valuation from there.”

We stood as well. Jonah shook his hand again. “Thank you for your time.”

“Thank you for the creative thinking,” Shaw said, his smile a bit more genuine this time. “The straightforward buyout is easy. This… this is interesting. I like interesting.”

Out in the hallway, waiting for the elevator, Jonah let out a long, slow breath. “Well. We didn’t get thrown out.”

“He’s interested,” I said, feeling a flutter of hope. “He called it ‘creative.’ In his world, that’s a good thing.”

The elevator arrived. Once inside, Jonah slumped against the mirrored wall. “God, I hate that.”

“The meeting?”

“All of it. The suit. The office. The way he looked at us like we were a spreadsheet.”

I moved to stand in front of him, placing my hands on his chest. “But we did it. We stood in that fancy office and told him how our world works. And he listened.”

He wrapped his arms around my waist, pulling me close, burying his face in my hair. “I just want to go home.”

“Soon.” I held him, feeling the rapid beat of his heart through the crisp cotton of his shirt. “One more night. We’ll get a nice dinner. Sleep in a stupidly soft bed. Then tomorrow, we go home.”

We walked back to the hotel in a quieter mood. The adrenaline of the meeting was fading, leaving behind a hollow, restless energy. The city, which had felt intimidating before, now just felt loud and irrelevant. I wanted the sound of gulls, not sirens. I wanted the smell of kelp, not asphalt.

Back in the hotel room, Jonah tore off the button-down like it was burning him. He tossed it on a chair and stood at the window in his undershirt and dress pants, looking down at the street below.

I kicked off my heels, my feet sighing in relief. “You okay?”

“Just feeling… caged,” he said, not turning around. “All those people down there. Living in boxes, working in boxes. I don’t get it.”

I came to stand beside him, leaning my head on his shoulder. “It’s a different rhythm. Not worse. Just different.”

“It’s worse,” he said, but without heat. “For me, it’s worse.”

I knew what he meant. The city demanded a kind of fragmentation. You were one person at work, another at home, another with friends. On the dock, you were just you. The work was you. The place was you. It was whole, even when it was hard.

“Let’s get out of here for a bit,” I said. “Before dinner. Go down to the riverfront. It’s not our river, but it’s water.”

He nodded, some of the tension leaving his shoulders. “Yeah. Okay.”

We changed into jeans and sweaters—our real clothes—and walked the few blocks to Tom McCall Waterfront Park. The Willamette was wide and sluggish, nothing like the swift, tidal channels of home. But it was water. We found a bench and sat, watching the tour boats go by, the joggers, the tourists.

After a while, Jonah said, “If we do this. The deal. It changes things.”

“I know.”

“Not just the money. It means he’s… involved. A voice, even a small one, in the room.”

“We set the terms,” I reminded him. “Operational control. It’s in the name. We operate. He invests.”

“And if we have a bad year? Two bad years?”

“Then we have a business partner who shares the risk. That’s the point of bringing in capital. To spread the risk so we can take bigger swings.”

He was quiet, watching a gull fight over a scrap of food. “I’m just not used to sharing,” he said finally. “The farm… it’s been mine. For three years. Every decision, every mistake, every win… mine. Now it’s ours. And maybe partly his.”

I took his hand, lacing our fingers together. “The ‘ours’ part is the only part that matters to me. The rest is just… structure. To protect the ‘ours.’”

He brought our joined hands to his lips, kissing my knuckles. “When did you get so wise?”

“Around the same time I fell in love with a stubborn oyster farmer, I think.”

He smiled then, a real one, crinkling the corners of his eyes. “Love, huh?”

My heart did a funny little flip. The word had just slipped out. It was true, of course. Had been true, maybe, since that first weekend five years ago, lying dormant like a seed in frozen ground. But I hadn’t said it aloud.

“Yeah,” I said, my voice soft. “Love.”

He didn’t say it back. Not with words. He turned my hand over and pressed a kiss to the center of my palm, then to the inside of my wrist, where my pulse hammered. Then he stood, pulling me up with him. “Come on. Let’s go get that fancy dinner. I want to watch you eat raw fish in a way that would horrify those people.” He nodded toward a group of elegantly dressed diners on a patio.

I laughed, the last of the day’s tension dissolving. “You’re paying.”

“With Shaw’s future money,” he joked, and it felt like a victory, that he could joke about it.

Dinner was at a small, upscale seafood place that sourced locally. We sat at the bar, because it felt less formal, and ordered a bottle of wine from the Willamette Valley. We ate oysters—of course—and they were good, but they tasted sterile to me. Perfectly shucked, perfectly presented, but lacking the wild, briny kick of ours, sucked straight from the shell on the dock with saltwater dripping down your wrist.

Jonah must have felt the same. He ate one, then pushed the plate slightly away. “They’re fine.”

“They’re fine,” I agreed.

We ate halibut and talked about everything but the meeting. About the coming fall storms, about the herons that were getting bolder, about whether we should get a dog. Normal, home talk. It anchored us.

By the time we left, the wine had given us a warm, loose-limbed glow. The city lights were on, reflecting in the river. We walked back to the hotel slowly, our arms around each other’s waists.

In the elevator, alone again, the mood shifted. The quiet intimacy of the evening, the relief of the meeting being over, the wine—it all coalesced into a sharp, specific hunger. Jonah backed me against the mirrored wall, his body pinning mine, and kissed me. It was deep and possessive, his tongue sweeping into my mouth, tasting of wine and salt and him.

My hands fisted in his sweater. The elevator chimed, the doors opening on our floor. We broke apart, breathless, and stumbled down the hall to our room. He fumbled with the key card, swearing under his breath, and finally got the door open.

Inside, he didn’t turn on the lights. The city glow from the window was enough. He pushed the door shut with his foot and then his hands were on me, under my sweater, pushing it up and over my head. His mouth found mine again, hotter this time, more urgent.

“I need you,” he growled against my lips. “All day, in that fucking suit, in that fucking office… I just needed you.”

“I’m here,” I breathed, working the button of his jeans. “I’m right here.”

We left a trail of clothes from the door to the bed. The expensive hotel sheets were cool and smooth against my skin. Jonah followed me down, his weight a familiar comfort. He kissed me like he was starving, his hands roaming my body as if to reassure himself that I was real, that this was real.

He moved down my body, his mouth leaving a blazing trail. He paid special attention to my breasts, sucking and nipping until my back arched off the bed. Then lower, over the quivering plane of my stomach, to the waistband of my panties. He hooked his fingers in them and dragged them down my legs, tossing them aside.

He settled between my thighs, but instead of using his mouth, he just looked. In the dim light, his expression was one of raw reverence. He ran a single, calloused finger through my folds, gathering the wetness there.

“You’re so ready,” he murmured.

“For you. Always for you.”

He brought his finger to his mouth, sucking it clean, his eyes locked on mine. The sight was so intimate, so filthy and beautiful, that a fresh wave of heat flooded my core.

“Jonah, please…”

He didn’t need more urging. He lowered his head and licked me, a long, slow stroke that made me cry out. He did it again, and again, until I was writhing, my hips chasing the sensation. He focused on my clit, sucking it gently, then flicking it with the tip of his tongue. Pleasure built, a tight, bright coil in my belly.

“Don’t stop,” I begged, my hands in his hair.

He didn’t. He added two fingers, sliding them inside me, curling them to stroke that perfect spot. The dual stimulation was too much. I came with a sharp cry, my body convulsing around his fingers. He rode it out with me, gentling his mouth but not stopping until the last tremor had passed.

Before I could recover, he was moving up my body, kissing me. I could taste myself on his lips, salty and musky and uniquely mine. He reached for his jeans on the floor, pulling a condom from the wallet. He sheathed himself quickly, his movements rough with need.

He positioned himself at my entrance. “Look at me,” he commanded.

I opened my eyes. His face was flushed, his jaw tight with strain.

“This is real,” he said, echoing his words from the kitchen days ago. “This is the only thing that’s real.”

Then he pushed into me, deep and sure in one smooth stroke. We both groaned at the sensation, the perfect, stretching fullness. He started to move, a slow, deep rhythm that quickly became more urgent. Each thrust was a punctuation mark, driving home the truth of his words. This. Us. Here.

The bed, solid and expensive, creaked in protest. The sound was muffled by the plush carpet, by the city noise outside, but it was there, a secret rhythm just for us. He shifted, hooking one of my legs over his shoulder, sinking even deeper. The new angle had me seeing stars.

“Right there,” I gasped, my nails digging into his back. “Oh, god, Jonah, right there.”

He hammered that spot, his thrusts becoming faster, harder, more desperate. The second orgasm built fast, a tidal wave rising from my toes. It crashed over me, blinding and total, tearing a scream from my throat. My inner muscles clenched around him, milking him, and with a ragged shout, he followed me over. I felt the pulse of his release through the latex, a final, shuddering connection.

He collapsed on top of me, his weight a crushing, perfect anchor. Our sweat-slick skin stuck together. Our hearts hammered a frantic, syncopated rhythm against each other’s chests.

We lay like that for a long time, until our breathing evened out. Eventually, he rolled off, disposing of the condom, and came back to bed, pulling me against his side. I rested my head on his chest, listening to the steady thump of his heart.

“I love you too, you know,” he said into the dark, his voice rough with sleep and sex.

I smiled against his skin. “I know.”

“Just… wanted to say it. Out loud.”

“I’m glad you did.”

He kissed the top of my head. “Let’s go home tomorrow.”

“Yeah,” I whispered, tracing the line of his collarbone. “Let’s go home.”

Sleep took us quickly after that, wrapped up in each other, the city’s hum a distant lullaby. The meeting, the deal, the future—it was all still there, waiting. But in that dark room, on that borrowed bed, we had everything we needed. We had the truth, spoken and unspoken. We had the tide, waiting to come in. And we had each other.

For now, that was enough.




Chapter 16 — Home

We left the city at dawn.

The drive back felt shorter, even though the rain started about halfway through and slowed our progress to a crawl. Jonah drove, his weathered hand steady on the wheel. I watched the landscape transform from urban sprawl to rolling hills, then finally to the familiar dense green of the coastal forest. The tension that had knotted my shoulders since DC began to dissolve. It wasn’t gone—the future was still a question, a huge, looming question—but it felt manageable here, in the passenger seat of Jonah’s truck, with his worn jeans and the smell of rain and old coffee filling the cab.

“What’s the first thing you’re going to do?” Jonah asked, breaking a long silence.

I looked out at the dripping trees. “Walk the dock. Barefoot. No matter how cold it is.”

He nodded, a small smile playing on his lips. “I figured.”

“What about you?”

“Check the pens. Storm’s coming in a few days, according to the radio. Need to make sure everything’s secured.”

The practicalities of the farm. It was comforting. The world kept turning, the oysters kept growing, the tide kept coming in and out. No multimillion-dollar offer could change that fundamental rhythm.

We pulled into the driveway of the farmhouse just past noon. The sky was a low, gray ceiling, but the rain had tapered off to a mist. Jonah’s house—the house I’d slowly come to think of as ours, at least in my private thoughts—stood solid and welcoming at the end of the gravel lane. The dock beyond it stretched out into the gray water, a familiar line leading home.

Jonah killed the engine. We sat for a moment, listening to the tick of the cooling metal and the distant cry of a gull.

“It’s good to be back,” he said quietly.

“It is.”

He got out, grabbing our duffel bag from the back. I followed, my feet hitting the gravel with a sense of grounding I hadn’t felt in the city. The air tasted of salt and wet earth. I breathed it in deep.

Inside, the house held its usual quiet. The wood stove was cold, the shelves tidy. Jonah dropped the bag by the door and went straight to the kitchen window, looking out toward the bay.

“Pens look okay,” he murmured. “Water’s choppy, though.”

I came up behind him, resting my hands on his shoulders. “You can go check. I’ll unpack.”

He turned, catching me in his arms. “Later.” He kissed me, a soft, lingering kiss that tasted of coffee and home. “I need a minute with you first.”

I understood. The city had been a pressure cooker. Here, we could breathe. We could touch without the weight of a decision hanging over us. That decision was still there, of course, but it felt more like a piece of furniture we had to move rather than a wall we had to tear down.

We moved to the living room, shedding our travel layers. Jonah built a fire in the stove, the crackle of kindling a comforting sound. I put away our things, folding clothes that smelled of hotel soap and city air. When I came back, he was sitting on the rug before the stove, his back against the couch, watching the flames begin to lick the logs.

I sat down beside him, leaning into his warmth. He put his arm around me.

“We didn’t talk about it,” I said softly. “The offer.”

“We talked around it.”

“Do you want to talk about it now?”

He sighed, his chest expanding against my side. “I know what I want. I want you here. I want the farm. I want this life. I don’t want the money if it means you leave.”

His words were simple, direct. They landed in my heart with a solid weight.

“And I know what I want,” I said. “I want you. I want this life. The farm… it’s part of you. So it’s part of what I want.” I paused, gathering my thoughts. “But Jonah, that money… it’s security. It’s a guarantee. Storms wreck things. Markets crash. This is a hard business.”

“I know it’s hard,” he said, his voice low. “I’ve lived the hard part for three years. But it’s a good hard. It’s real.” He looked at me, his blue eyes steady. “The money would be easy. But easy isn’t always good.”

I knew he was right. The policy job in DC had been easy in some ways—a predictable salary, a clean office, defined hours. But it had been hollow. It had lacked this… this texture. This smell of wood smoke and salt. This man beside me, with his cracked hands and his quiet certainty.

“I don’t want to go back to DC,” I said, the admission finally clear and whole in my mouth. “I want to stay. Here. With you.”

He closed his eyes for a moment, a slow blink of relief. “Okay.”

“But…” I continued. “We have to be smart. We can’t just refuse the offer out of pride or sentiment. We should… negotiate. See if there’s a way to keep the farm but use some of the capital to shore it up. Make it more resilient.”

Jonah opened his eyes, a flicker of interest there. “You mean… counteroffer?”

“Maybe. They want the land, the brand, the operation. But maybe they don’t need all of it. Or maybe we could structure a deal where we stay as managers. Or we sell a portion, keep the core.”

He stared into the fire, thinking. “You’re the brains on this one, Mira. I just know oysters.”

“We’re a team,” I said, squeezing his arm. “You know oysters. I know… deals. And biology. We can figure this out.”

A smile broke across his face, real and warm. “A team.”

“Yeah.”

He leaned over and kissed me again, this kiss deeper, more invested. It tasted like agreement, like a plan forming. It tasted like us.

The kiss lingered, warming from soft to firm. His hand came up to cup my jaw, his thumb stroking my cheekbone. I felt the shift in the room, the quiet focus narrowing from the future to the present, from the fire to the feel of his lips on mine.

I responded, opening to him, my tongue meeting his. The travel fatigue, the mental strain of the meeting, all of it melted into a simple, urgent need. I needed him. Not just his mind, not just his partnership, but his body. The explicit, physical proof of this choice we were making.

He sensed it, his breath coming faster. He broke the kiss, his eyes searching mine. “Mira?”

“Yes,” I said, no hesitation.

He stood, taking my hand, pulling me up with him. We left the fire crackling and walked to the bedroom. The room was dim, the gray light from the window painting everything in soft shades. He didn’t turn on a lamp.

He faced me, his hands going to the hem of my sweater. I lifted my arms, letting him pull it off. His fingers worked the button of my jeans, then the zipper. He pushed them down, and I stepped out of them. He knelt to remove my socks, his hands warm on my ankles. I stood before him in just my bra and panties, the cool air of the room kissing my skin.

He looked up at me from his kneeling position, his eyes dark. “You’re so beautiful.”

I reached for him, my hands on his shoulders, urging him up. “You too.”

He rose, and I tackled his clothes. His jacket, his t-shirt, his jeans. Soon he was just in his boxer briefs, his body lean and strong in the muted light. I ran my hands over his chest, the familiar planes and scars, the dusting of hair. He shuddered under my touch.

We fell onto the bed together, the old mattress accepting us with a familiar creak. He rolled on top of me, his weight a welcome anchor. We kissed again, hungry now, our hands roaming. He palmed my breast through my bra, his thumb finding my nipple, rubbing it to a hard point. I arched into his touch.

He hooked a finger under the bra cup, pulling it down. My breast sprang free, and he lowered his mouth to it. He sucked, his tongue circling, his teeth grazing lightly. Pleasure shot straight to my core, making me moan. My hands went to his hair, holding him there.

After a minute, he switched to the other breast, giving it the same devoted attention. Meanwhile, his hand slid down my stomach, over my hip, and found the edge of my panties. He slipped inside, his fingers seeking my heat.

I was already wet, ready. His fingers slid through my folds, finding my clit. He rubbed it, a firm, knowing pressure. I cried out, my hips lifting off the bed.

“Jonah…”

“I know,” he murmured against my breast. “I know what you need.”

He continued working my clit with his fingers, his mouth still on my breast. The dual stimulation drove me quickly toward a peak. My breathing fractured, my thighs trembling. I was on the edge, so fast.

He pulled back, removing his fingers, his mouth leaving my breast. “Not yet,” he said, his voice rough. “I want to be inside you when you come.”

He shifted, pulling my panties off completely. Then he removed his own boxer briefs. His cock sprang free, already fully erect, the head dark and flushed. He looked at me, a question in his eyes.

I nodded. “No condom.”

We’d been using condoms since we started sleeping together again, a practical precaution. But here, in our home, after the words we’d said, the decision we were moving toward… I wanted the real thing. The full connection.

He understood. He leaned over to the bedside drawer, grabbed a small towel, and laid it beside us. A practical man. Then he moved between my legs, his hands spreading my thighs wide.

He looked down at my pussy, exposed to him. “God, Mira.”

I reached for him, guiding his cock to my entrance. The tip pressed against me, slick with my wetness. He pushed in, slowly, a smooth, relentless invasion.

I felt every inch. The stretch, the fullness, the perfect fit. He was deeper than he’d ever been with a condom, the sensation more intimate, more raw. I gasped, my eyes closing.

“Okay?” he whispered, stopping when he was fully seated.

“Yes. More than okay.”

He began to move, a slow, deep rhythm. His hips rocked, driving him into me, then almost withdrawing, then driving in again. The friction was exquisite, a building heat that coiled in my belly.

I opened my eyes, watching his face. His expression was concentrated, intense, his gaze locked on mine. Sweat gleamed on his temple. I reached up, wiping it away.

“I love you,” I said, the words coming naturally, fueled by the physical union.

He groaned, his thrusts speeding up. “I love you, Mira. So much.”

His pace increased, the slow rhythm becoming a driving force. He braced his hands on the bed beside my shoulders, lifting his body slightly, changing the angle. Now his cock rubbed against a different part of my inner walls, sending sparks of pleasure through my nerves.

I felt my second orgasm approaching, a tighter, higher wave than the first. I clutched his shoulders, my fingers digging into his skin.

“I’m close,” I panted.

“Come for me,” he urged, his voice guttural. “Let me feel it.”

I surrendered to the sensation, letting the wave crest. It broke over me with a silent roar, a contraction of every muscle in my pelvis, a blinding flash of pleasure behind my eyes. I cried out, a sharp, wordless sound.

My inner walls clenched around his cock, gripping him tight. He shouted, his own control snapping. He thrust once, twice, three more times, hard and deep, and then he stilled, buried inside me. I felt the hot pulse of his release, the spill of his cum deep in my channel. It was a shocking, intimate warmth, a marking that went beyond skin.

He collapsed onto me, his body heavy and spent. We lay connected, breathing in ragged unison. The room was quiet except for the distant patter of rain on the roof.

After a long moment, he softened and slipped out of me. He rolled to the side, pulling me against him. I felt the wetness between my thighs, the physical evidence of our joining. He reached for the towel and gently cleaned me, his touch tender.

“That was…” he started, then stopped, unable to find the word.

“Everything,” I finished.

He nodded, his chin rubbing against my hair. “Yeah.”

We lay in silence for a while, the fire in the other room still crackling faintly. My mind drifted, not to the future, but to the present. The smell of his skin. The feel of the worn sheets. The sound of the rain.

Eventually, he spoke. “We should eat something.”

“Probably.”

We got up, moving slowly, our bodies loose and satisfied. We dressed in simple clothes—sweatpants, soft shirts. Jonah went to the kitchen and started making sandwiches. I stood at the window, watching the bay.

The water was growing darker as the afternoon deepened. The storm he’d mentioned was indeed coming; the wind was picking up, ruffling the surface into whitecaps.

“It’ll be a big one,” Jonah said, joining me at the window with a plate of sandwiches. “Tomorrow night, maybe.”

“Are the pens really secure?”

“They’re secure. But I’ll double-check everything tomorrow. And we’ll need to move the smaller boats into the shed.”

We ate at the window, watching the weather gather. It felt good to be doing something so normal, so mundane, after the intensity of sex and the weight of decisions.

After we ate, Jonah did go out to check the pens. I walked the dock, barefoot as promised. The wood was cold and wet, but the feeling was grounding. I stood at the end, looking out at the churning water, feeling the wind whip my hair.

This was my place. This was my life. I’d spent five years running from it, from him, from the intensity of what we’d discovered here. But I wasn’t running anymore. I was standing still, letting the tide come to me.

Jonah joined me at the end of the dock, his work done. He stood beside me, silent, his presence a solid comfort.

“We’ll call the buyer’s rep tomorrow,” I said. “Start the conversation.”

“Okay.”

“We’ll be smart.”

“We will.”

He put his arm around me, and we watched the storm clouds gather in the distance. The light faded early, swallowed by the gray.

That night, we went to bed early. The sex had drained us, but it had also filled us. We slept deeply, tangled together.

The next morning, we made the call.

I sat at the kitchen table with my laptop open, notes prepared. Jonah sat beside me, listening. I dialed the number of the executive who’d made the offer, a man named Carl.

When he answered, I introduced myself, reminded him of our meeting, and then said, “We’re interested in exploring a deal, but not the one you initially proposed. We’d like to discuss options that allow us to retain an operational role and a portion of the equity.”

Carl was surprised, but interested. We talked for thirty minutes, laying out our basic position: we weren’t selling outright and leaving. We were open to a partnership, a joint venture, or a sale of a non-controlling stake that would inject capital but leave us in charge.

He agreed to take it to his board. We ended the call with a promise to talk again in a few days.

Jonah looked at me after I hung up. “You’re good at that.”

“It’s just talking.”

“It’s more than talking. It’s… strategy.”

I smiled. “It’s protecting what we love.”

He leaned over and kissed me, a quick, firm kiss of approval. Then he stood. “I need to get the boats moved. Storm’s coming faster than I thought.”

The day turned into a whirl of preparation. Jonah and his two employees, Leo and Sam, worked tirelessly securing everything. I helped where I could, hauling lines, tying tarps. The wind grew stronger, a constant howl around the house and dock. The sky turned a sickly green-gray.

By late afternoon, the rain started again, not a mist but a hard, driving downpour. We retreated inside, soaked but satisfied that the farm was as secure as possible.

Inside, the world felt small and safe. The wood stove blazed, fighting the damp chill. We made tea and sat on the couch, watching the storm through the windows.

“It’s going to be a long night,” Jonah said, sipping his tea.

“We’ve got nowhere to be.”

He looked at me, his eyes reflecting the firelight. “Exactly.”

The storm intensified as darkness fell. The wind screamed around the corners of the house. Rain lashed the windows. We ate a simple dinner of soup, then returned to the couch, wrapped in a blanket.

The power flickered once, twice, then went out entirely.

Jonah lit candles, their small flames casting dancing shadows on the walls. The world outside was black and roaring; inside, we were a pocket of warmth and light.

“Reminds me of that weekend,” Jonah said softly, staring at a candle flame. “The storm that hit then. You stayed because the roads were flooded.”

I remembered. Five years ago. A summer storm. I’d been visiting my parents, he’d been working on the farm for my dad. The roads had washed out, trapping me here. We’d spent two days in this house, alone. That was when it had happened. The first time. The discovery.

“Yeah,” I whispered.

He looked at me. “That was when I knew. When I knew what I wanted. What I… needed.”

I understood. The storm had stripped away all pretenses. There was no one else, nowhere to go. Just us, and the wind, and the water.

“I knew too,” I admitted. “And then I ran from it.”

“You came back.”

I nodded. “I came back.”

He reached for me under the blanket, his hand finding mine. We sat in silence, listening to the storm, holding each other’s hand.

After a while, the storm’s fury seemed to peak. The wind reached a crescendo, shaking the house, then began to gradually lessen. The rain settled into a steady, heavy drumming.

Jonah stood. “I’m going to check for damage. Just a quick look.”

“I’ll come with you.”

We dressed in rain gear again, stepping out into the wild night. The wind was still strong, but manageable. The rain soaked us within seconds. Jonah went to the dock, checking the lines on the boats we’d moved into the shed. I followed, holding a flashlight.

Everything held. The farm had weathered the worst of it.

We returned to the house, dripping and cold. We stripped our wet clothes in the entryway, hanging them to dry. In the candlelight, our skin looked pale and goosebumped.

Jonah built up the fire again, its heat a welcome assault on the chill. We stood before it, letting the warmth seep into our bones.

I looked at him, his body glowing in the firelight, water droplets still clinging to his hair. He looked at me, same way.

The storm had done its work. It had stripped away the day, the business, the future. It had brought us back to the elemental: two bodies, one space, a need.

He reached for me, his hands coming to my bare hips. His touch was cold at first, then warmed quickly. He pulled me against him, our skin meeting, still damp from the rain.

“Mira,” he said, his voice low.

“Yes.”

He kissed me, a kiss that tasted of rain and fire. It was urgent, primal. The storm had stirred something in both of us—a raw, physical need to connect, to affirm life against the chaos outside.

We didn’t move to the bedroom. We stayed before the fire, on the thick rug. He laid me down, the heat of the flames on one side, his body on the other. He kissed my neck, my collarbone, my breasts. His mouth was hot, his hands possessive.

I arched under him, wanting more. He understood. He moved down my body, his kisses trailing over my stomach, my hips. He settled between my thighs, his face hovering over my pussy.

He looked up at me, his eyes dark in the candlelight. “I want to taste you.”

I nodded, my breath catching.

He lowered his mouth. His tongue touched my clit, a soft, probing stroke. I gasped, my hips lifting. He licked again, then settled into a rhythm, licking and sucking, his tongue delving into my folds.

The sensation was intense, amplified by the storm’s aftermath, by the fire’s heat, by the sheer vulnerability of being laid bare before him on the floor. I moaned, my hands fisting in the rug.

He tasted me deeply, drinking my wetness, his tongue exploring every part of me. I felt the orgasm building, a tight coil in my lower belly. It wasn’t a slow build; it was a direct line from his mouth to my climax.

“Jonah, I’m…” I choked out.

He didn’t stop. He intensified, sucking hard on my clit, his tongue flicking rapidly.

The coil snapped. Pleasure erupted through me, a sharp, bright burst. I cried out, my body convulsing under his mouth. He held me there, his mouth still working, until the waves subsided.

When he finally pulled back, his lips glistening with my wetness, I was limp, boneless. He crawled up my body, kissing my stomach, my breasts, my mouth. I tasted myself on his lips, a salty, intimate flavor.

He was hard, his cock pressing against my thigh. I reached for it, wrapping my hand around the shaft. It was hot, rigid. I stroked him, my movements lazy from the aftermath of my orgasm.

“Inside,” he whispered. “Now.”

I guided him to my entrance, which was slick and open from his attention. He pushed in, not slowly this time, but with a single, deep thrust that filled me completely.

He began to move, his hips pumping, driving him into me with a forceful rhythm. The fire roared beside us, its heat mingling with the heat of our bodies. The storm raged outside, a symphony of wind and rain. And we joined, a counterpoint of flesh and breath.

I was still sensitive from my climax, every thrust sending echoes of pleasure through me. I clutched his shoulders, meeting his movements, lifting my hips to take him deeper.

His face was a mask of concentration, of need. Sweat dripped from his brow, falling onto my chest. He was beautiful, wild, elemental.

“Come with me,” he grunted, his pace becoming frantic.

I felt his urgency, and I matched it. My second orgasm was rising, fueled by his pounding rhythm. I tightened around him, urging him on.

He felt it, and with a final, deep plunge, he shouted, his body shuddering. I felt the hot flood of his release, another intimate marking inside me. It triggered my own climax, a smaller, sharper peak that clenched around him, milking his final pulses.

He collapsed onto me, his breath heaving. We lay like that, joined, before the fire, for a long time. Eventually, he softened and slipped out. He didn’t move to clean up immediately; he just lay beside me, his arm thrown over my waist.

The storm continued, but its fury was passing. The wind was now a low moan, the rain a steady patter.

“We should get under the blanket,” Jonah murmured eventually. “You’ll get cold.”

We crawled under the blanket we’d left on the couch, wrapping ourselves together. The fire burned down to embers, the candles guttered out. We fell asleep there on the rug, in the dark, warm house, while the storm sighed into the night.

When I woke in the early morning, the power was back. A dim gray light filtered through the windows. The storm was gone, leaving only a washed-clean world and a deep, quiet peace.

Jonah was still asleep beside me. I watched his face, relaxed in sleep, and knew, with a certainty that felt as solid as the dock pilings, that I was home. Not just in this house, but in this life. In this choice.

We would negotiate with the buyer. We would find a way to keep the farm and build a future. But the core of it, the heart of it, was here. In this bed, on this rug, in his arms.

I closed my eyes and slept again. ## Chapter 17 — The Tides We Choose

I wake to the smell of coffee and the sound of rain, the soft, steady kind that follows a storm. The gray light through the windows is diffuse, the world outside holding its breath. Jonah is already up, moving quietly in the kitchen. I stretch under the blanket, my body remembering everything from last night—the scrape of the rug against my back, the heat of the fire on my skin, the weight of him on top of me, inside me.

The power is back, humming softly through the house. I push myself up, wrapping the blanket around my shoulders. My clothes are scattered across the floor like a map of how we got here. I find my underwear, pull it on, then my shirt. It smells like woodsmoke and salt and him.

He’s at the stove, scrambling eggs. He’s wearing a pair of sweatpants that hang low on his hips, barefoot, his hair still damp from a shower. He turns when he hears me, the spatula in his hand pausing mid-air. His eyes travel over me, taking in the shirt that’s too big, the way the blanket drags behind me like a train. Something softens in his face, something that wasn’t there yesterday.

“Morning,” he says, his voice gravelly with sleep.

“Morning.” I pad across the floor to him, slide my arms around his waist from behind, rest my cheek against the warm skin of his back. He smells like soap and coffee and the sea, always the sea. He leans back into me, his free hand coming to cover mine where they rest on his stomach.

“Coffee’s ready,” he says. “Eggs in a minute.”

“How’s the farm?” I ask, because I have to, because it’s the thing we’ve been orbiting for weeks now, the thing that brought me back here.

“Don’t know yet.” He says it evenly, but I feel the tension in his shoulders. “Waited for you.”

We eat at the small kitchen table, the rain tapping against the window. The eggs are perfect, fluffed with cheese. The coffee is strong and bitter. We don’t talk much. The silence isn’t awkward, but it’s weighted. Last night changed things. It didn’t solve anything, but it changed the shape of what’s between us. I can feel it in the way his knee brushes mine under the table, in the way he watches me when he thinks I’m not looking.

When we’re done, he clears the plates. “We should go check,” he says. “Before the tide comes in.”

I nod. We dress in yesterday’s clothes, still damp in places from the storm. He hands me a raincoat that’s too big, and I roll the sleeves up to my wrists. We step outside into the washed-clean world.

The air is cold and sharp with salt. The storm has left debris everywhere—broken branches, seaweed flung up onto the dock, puddles that reflect the gray sky. The bay is choppy, the water the color of slate. The oyster beds are out there somewhere, under that churning surface.

We walk the dock together, our shoulders brushing. The pilings are slick, the wood dark with water. At the end, he stops, squints out at the bay. I follow his gaze, trying to see what he sees.

“The floats are still there,” he says, pointing. “That’s something.”

The oyster bags are suspended from floats, kept off the bottom where predators can get them. If the storm had ripped them free, we’d be looking at months of work lost. But the floats bob where they should be, small white dots against the gray.

“We’ll need to check the lines,” he says. “Make sure nothing’s tangled. And the shed—” He turns, looks back at the small building where they sort and bag the oysters. The roof looks intact, but one of the windows is boarded up from the inside.

“Is it bad?” I ask.

“We’ll see.”

He’s being careful, holding back. I can feel the distance he’s putting between us, not physically, but in his words. It’s the same distance he kept for the first week I was back, before we started talking. Before last night.

“Jonah,” I say.

He looks at me, his face unreadable.

“Talk to me.”

He exhales, a long, slow breath that fogs in the cold air. “The offer came in last week,” he says, finally. “From the buyer.”

I knew it was coming. I’d been waiting for him to bring it up. “And?”

“It’s good. More than good. Enough that I could buy another place. Start over somewhere else.” He looks out at the bay again. “Or walk away from all of it.”

My chest tightens. “What did you tell them?”

“Nothing yet.” He turns back to me. “I wanted to talk to you first.”

“Why?”

He gives me a look, one that says don’t make me say it. But I need to hear it. I need to know what this is, what we are, before we make a decision that will change everything.

“Because it’s your family’s farm,” he says, which isn’t the whole truth, but it’s part of it. “Because you came back.”

“And?”

He steps closer, his hand coming up to cup my cheek. His palm is rough, warm. “Because I don’t want to make a choice that means losing you again.”

There it is. The thing we’ve been dancing around since I arrived. The thing that’s been sitting between us like a third person at the table.

“You wouldn’t lose me,” I say, but it feels thin, unconvincing even to my own ears.

“Wouldn’t I?” His thumb strokes my cheekbone. “If I sell, you go back to DC. You go back to your life. That’s what you came here to do, right? Settle the estate, sell the farm, go back to your policy job.”

He’s right. That was the plan. But the plan has changed. I just haven’t told him yet. I haven’t told myself yet.

“And if you don’t sell?” I ask.

“Then we keep the farm. We try to make it work.” His eyes search mine. “We try to make us work.”

The rain picks up, pattering against the hood of my coat. I can feel the cold seeping through the fabric, but I don’t move. I just look at him, at the man who bought my family’s farm and kept it running for three years, who waited for me without expecting me to come back, who knows things about me that no one else does.

“I don’t want to go back to DC,” I say, the words coming out before I can second-guess them.

He goes still. “What?”

“I don’t want to go back.” I take a deep breath. “I quit my job. Before I came here. I gave my notice the day after I got the call about the farm.”

He stares at me, his hand dropping from my cheek. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Because I didn’t know what I was going to do next. I still don’t.” I wrap my arms around myself. “I thought maybe I could stay here. Help with the farm. Figure it out.”

“Mira.” He says my name like it’s a prayer, a curse, a promise. “You can’t just—this isn’t some romantic fantasy. This is hard work. It’s long hours and no money and—and it’s failing, okay? The farm is failing. That’s why they’re selling. That’s why I bought it, because no one else wanted it.”

“I know,” I say, and I do. I’ve seen the numbers. I’ve read the reports he left out on the kitchen table, the ones he thought I wouldn’t look at. I know how thin the margins are, how close we are to losing it all. “But maybe we can fix it. Together.”

He shakes his head, but it’s not a no. It’s disbelief. “You really want to stay?”

“I really want to stay.”

He reaches for me then, pulls me against him, his arms wrapping around me so tight I can’t breathe. I bury my face in his chest, inhale the scent of him, salt and soap and rain. His heart beats against my ear, a steady, solid rhythm.

“Okay,” he says into my hair. “Okay.”

We stand there for a long time, holding each other while the rain falls around us. When we finally pull apart, his eyes are wet, but he’s smiling. It’s a small, tentative thing, but it’s there.

“We should check the shed,” he says, his voice rough.

I nod. “Yeah.”

The shed is a mess. The storm surge pushed water under the door, leaving a layer of mud and seaweed on the floor. The sorting tables are damp, the bags of oysters stacked against the wall are fine, but the equipment—the scales, the bags, the gloves—everything needs to be cleaned, dried, sorted.

We work in silence for a while, hauling the wet bags outside to air, mopping the floor, wiping down the tables. It’s physical, mindless work, and it gives us space to process what just happened. What we just decided.

“We’ll need to call the buyer,” Jonah says eventually, his voice echoing in the empty shed. “Tell them no.”

“Are you sure?” I ask, even though I want him to be sure. I want to be sure.

He leans on the mop handle, looks at me. “Are you?”

I think about it. Really think about it. About giving up my apartment in DC, my career, my life there. About staying here, in this small town, on this failing farm, with this man who knows how to undo me with a look, a touch, a word.

“Yes,” I say. “I’m sure.”

He nods. “Then I’m sure.”

We finish cleaning the shed, then walk the dock again, checking the lines on the oyster bags. The tide is coming in now, the water rising, covering the mudflats. Seagulls wheel overhead, their cries sharp against the gray sky.

Back at the house, we strip out of our wet clothes, leave them in a heap by the door. He starts a fire in the woodstove, and we sit on the rug in front of it, wrapped in blankets, drinking more coffee.

“We need a plan,” he says, staring into the flames. “For the farm.”

“I have ideas,” I say.

He looks at me, eyebrow raised. “Yeah?”

“Yeah.” I shift to face him. “I’ve been thinking. We can diversify. Farm-to-table dinners. Tours. Oyster tastings. There’s a market for that here, with the tourists. And we can sell directly to restaurants in Portland, Seattle. Cut out the middleman.”

He’s listening, really listening. “That’s a lot of work.”

“I know. But we can do it.” I reach for his hand, lace my fingers through his. “Together.”

He squeezes my hand. “Together.”

We spend the afternoon making lists, sketching out ideas on a legal pad. It feels good, productive. Like we’re building something, not just trying to salvage what’s left.

As the light fades, he puts the pad aside, pulls me into his lap. “Enough work for today,” he murmurs against my neck.

I lean into him, my body already responding to the heat of his, to the familiar weight of his hands on my hips. “What did you have in mind?”

He kisses me, slow and deep. “This.”

We make love on the rug again, in front of the fire. It’s different from last night—slower, sweeter, less desperate. He takes his time, his mouth mapping every inch of my skin, his hands learning me all over again. When he finally pushes inside me, it feels like coming home, like something slotting into place that’s been waiting there for five years.

Afterward, we lie tangled together, the fire casting shadows on the walls. My head is on his chest, his fingers drawing patterns on my back.

“I have to tell my family,” I say into the quiet.

His hand stills. “About the farm?”

“About us. About me staying.”

He’s quiet for a moment. “What do you think they’ll say?”

“I don’t know.” My mother will be confused. My father will be skeptical. My sister will be thrilled. But they’ll all have questions, and I don’t have all the answers yet. “But I have to tell them.”

“Okay.” He kisses the top of my head. “Whenever you’re ready.”

I’m quiet for a while, listening to the crackle of the fire, the steady beat of his heart. “Jonah?”

“Hmm?”

“That weekend. Five years ago.” I lift my head to look at him. “Why didn’t you ever call? After I left?”

He looks away, his jaw tightening. “I thought you didn’t want me to.”

“I gave you my number.”

“You gave it to me when you were half-asleep, the morning you left.” He meets my eyes again. “I didn’t think you meant it.”

“I meant it,” I whisper.

He closes his eyes, a flicker of pain crossing his face. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be.” I lay my head back down. “We’re here now.”

“We’re here now,” he echoes.

We fall asleep like that, wrapped around each other on the rug. When I wake up, it’s dark. The fire has burned down to embers. Jonah is still asleep, his breathing deep and even.

I slip out from under his arm, pull on his shirt, pad to the kitchen. I make a cup of tea, stand at the window looking out at the bay. The rain has stopped. The clouds have parted, revealing a sliver of moon, a scatter of stars.

I think about the future, about the farm, about Jonah. About the choice we’ve made. It feels right, but it also feels terrifying. Like standing on the edge of a dock, looking down into dark water, not knowing how deep it is, whether you’ll sink or swim.

But I’m not alone. He’s here. We’re here. Together.

I finish my tea, rinse the cup, go back to the rug. I slide under the blanket, curl against his side. He stirs, his arm coming around me automatically, pulling me close.

“Everything okay?” he mumbles, half-asleep.

“Everything’s okay,” I whisper.

And for the first time in five years, I believe it.




Chapter 18 — The Deep End

Morning came with a clean, rinsed light. I woke to the smell of coffee and the quiet clatter of Jonah in the kitchen. I was still on the rug, wrapped in the blanket, but he’d put a pillow under my head sometime in the night. His shirt was twisted around my torso. I stretched, feeling the pleasant ache in my muscles from sleeping on the floor, from the tension of the last few days dissolving.

I pushed myself up and found him leaning against the counter, holding a mug, watching me.

“Morning,” he said, his voice still rough with sleep.

“Morning.”

“Coffee’s on.”

“You’re a saint.” I got up, keeping the blanket around my shoulders, and padded over. He handed me a mug already fixed the way I liked it—cream, no sugar. The simple domesticity of it, him knowing, made my chest tighten. I took a sip. “What’s the plan for today?”

“Tides are low this afternoon. Thought I’d check the gear on the south beds, see if the storm shifted anything. You could come. If you want.”

It was an invitation, not an assumption. That was new. The old Jonah, the one from before, would have just said, “I’m checking the south beds. Come with.”

“I’d like that,” I said.

He nodded, a small smile touching his lips. “Good.”

We ate breakfast in quiet companionship—toast with the blackberry jam my mother had brought over weeks ago. The silence wasn’t heavy; it was full. The decision we’d made the night before, to turn down the offer, to stay, was a tangible thing between us, solid as the table. We were building something, and for the first time, we were building it with words, not just desperate, silent touches.

We worked through the morning in the shed, mending nets and sorting gear. The physical labor was a relief, a way to speak with our hands when our words still felt new and fragile. His shoulder brushed mine as we reached for the same spool of line. He let me take it, his fingers lingering against mine for a beat too long. A current passed between us, a promise of the afternoon, of the evening, of the unmapped future.

After a quick lunch, we took the skiff out. The bay was glassy, the sky a high, pale blue. The air smelled of salt and sun-warmed pine. Jonah cut the motor as we approached the south beds, the lines of oyster cages just visible beneath the shallow, clear water.

He handed me a pair of work gloves. “Hold us steady?”

I took the pole and pushed it into the silty bottom, holding the skiff in place while he leaned over the side, his arm submerged to the shoulder, checking the anchors. I watched the muscles shift in his back under his worn t-shirt, the concentration on his profile. This was his domain. He belonged here, in this elemental way I never quite had. I’d always been the one who left.

“Looks good,” he said, pulling his arm back, water streaming from his skin. “Storm didn’t do much here. Protected cove.” He sat back on the bench, wiping his hands on his jeans. He looked at me, the sun catching the gold in his stubble. “Your turn.”

“My turn?”

“You’re the marine biologist. Tell me what you see.”

I looked down into the water. “I see a healthy benthic community. Those are mussels clinging to the cage there. See the sea stars? That’s a good sign. Predators mean there’s prey. Your oysters are probably fat and happy.” I looked back at him. “It’s a good farm, Jonah. You’ve done a good job.”

He held my gaze, his expression unreadable for a moment. Then he said, quietly, “It was always for you.”

The words hung in the salt air. I knew it, had known it since I found that box on his shelf, but hearing him say it was different. It was a confession.

“I know,” I said, just as quiet.

He moved then, not with the sudden urgency of before, but with a deliberate slowness. He came over to my side of the skiff, the boat rocking gently. He took the pole from my hand and set it down. Then he cupped my face, his thumbs brushing my cheekbones.

“I want to make something clear,” he said, his voice low. “What happened before… five years ago. It wasn’t just about that… that thing we did. It was about you trusting me enough to let me. It was about me trusting you enough to ask.” He swallowed. “I want that trust again. All of it. But I want the words, too. I want you to tell me what you want.”

My heart hammered against my ribs. The sun was warm on my shoulders. The water lapped against the hull. This was it, the deep end I’d been staring into.

“I want you,” I said, the words feeling huge and absolutely right. “I want this place. I want to be with you. And I want… I want that, too. The marking. The claiming. I want to feel you that way. I want to feel mine on you. I never stopped wanting it. I just got scared.”

His eyes darkened, the blue going deep and stormy. He leaned in and kissed me, a slow, searching kiss that tasted of salt and coffee and promise. When he pulled back, he rested his forehead against mine. “We should go back to the house.”

“Yes.”

The ride back was charged, a silent, humming wire stretched between us. We barely spoke as we tied up the skiff, as we walked up the path to his house. The air inside was cool and dim. He closed the door and turned to me.

“Tell me now,” he said, leaning against the door. “What do you want, right now?”

The directness was a spark to tinder. “I want you to take me to bed. I want you naked. I want your hands and your mouth on me. And then I want you inside me. And then… I want what comes after.”

A slow, devastating smile spread across his face. “Good.”

He pushed off the door and crossed to me in two strides. His kiss this time wasn’t slow. It was hungry, possessive. He backed me through the living room, down the short hall to his bedroom. The room was spare—a bed, a dresser, a window looking out on the water. The late afternoon sun slanted across the floorboards.

He broke the kiss only to pull my shirt over my head. My bra followed. He looked at me, his gaze hot and appreciative, before he bent his head and took my nipple into his mouth. I cried out, my fingers tangling in his hair. He sucked, laved, bit gently, his hands working open the button of my jeans, pushing them and my panties down my hips. I stepped out of them, kicking them aside.

He straightened, his own breathing ragged. “Lie down.”

I moved to the bed, the worn cotton of his quilt cool against my back. I watched as he stripped, my mouth going dry. He was all lean muscle and weathered skin, the dusting of hair on his chest leading down to his cock, already fully hard, curving up against his stomach. He was beautiful. He joined me on the bed, kneeling between my legs, his hands sliding up my thighs.

“So beautiful, Mira,” he murmured, bending to kiss the inside of my knee. His mouth traveled upward, a trail of fire. He nudged my legs wider. “Tell me if you want me to stop.”

“I won’t.”

He looked up at me, his eyes holding mine, and then he lowered his head.

The first touch of his tongue on my clit made me jerk. He licked a slow, firm stripe through my folds, then circled my clit with the flat of his tongue. I moaned, my head falling back. He was thorough, relentless. He used his fingers, too, one, then two, sliding deep inside me, curling just right. The build was steady, an inexorable tide. He drank from me, his mouth hot and wet and perfect.

“Jonah… I’m close…”

He hummed against me, the vibration pushing me right to the edge. Then he sucked my clit gently into his mouth and flicked his tongue over it, and I shattered. Pleasure ripped through me, wave after wave, my back arching off the bed. He gentled his mouth, licking me through the tremors until I was boneless and gasping.

Before I could fully come down, he was moving up my body, kissing my stomach, my breasts, my throat. He settled over me, the hard length of his cock pressing against my thigh.

“I need you,” he said, the words a raw scrape against my skin.

“Yes.”

He reached between us, guiding himself to my entrance. He pushed in, slowly, giving me time to stretch, to feel every inch. I was still pulsing from my climax, sensitive and tight. He sank all the way in with a low groan, his forehead dropping to my shoulder. We stayed like that for a long moment, joined, breathing each other’s air.

“Mira,” he whispered.

I wrapped my legs around his hips. “Move.”

He began to thrust, a deep, steady rhythm that had me seeing stars. He braced himself on his forearms, his face above mine, his eyes locked on mine. This was different from before. Before had been frantic, desperate, a collision of two people trying to brand a memory. This was deliberate. This was a conversation.

“You feel so good,” I gasped, my nails digging into his back. “So deep.”

“You’re mine,” he said, the words not a question, but a statement, a truth he was driving home with every stroke. “You came back. You’re staying. You’re mine.”

“Yours,” I panted. “And you’re mine.”

His rhythm faltered for a second, a shudder going through him. “God, yes.”

He shifted then, hooking an arm under my knee, opening me wider, changing the angle. The next thrust hit a spot that made me cry out, a bright, sharp burst of pleasure.

“There,” I begged. “Right there.”

He obeyed, pounding into that spot with focused precision. The tension coiled again, low and deep in my belly, tighter and hotter than before. I could feel my own wetness slick between us, hear the soft, wet sounds of our joining. The room was filled with the scent of us, salt and sex and skin.

“I can’t… I’m going to come again,” I sobbed, the sensation overwhelming.

“Come for me,” he gritted out, his own control fraying. “Let go.”

He dropped his head, his mouth finding mine in a messy, open kiss as his hips pistoned. That was all it took. My second climax tore through me, violent and consuming, a white-hot flood of sensation that clenched around his cock, milking him. With a choked shout, he followed me over, his body locking, his thrusts turning shallow and erratic as he spilled deep inside me.

He collapsed onto me, his weight a welcome anchor. We were both slick with sweat, breathing in ragged unison. He turned his head, his lips against my throat.

After a long while, he softened and slipped out of me. He rolled to his side, taking me with him, tucking me against his chest. His hand stroked up and down my spine.

We lay in the quiet, the only sound our slowing breaths and the distant cry of a gull.

This was the afterglow. But for us, it was also the prelude.

I nuzzled into his neck, pressing a kiss to his pulse point. “Jonah?”

“Hmm?”

“I meant what I said. I want it all.”

His hand stilled on my back. He knew what I meant. He took a deep breath. “Are you sure? Here? Now?”

“Yes. I’m sure. I need it. I need to feel… sealed. To you. To this.”

He was quiet for a moment, then he kissed my forehead. “Okay. How do you want it?”

The question, the consideration, made my heart swell. “You first. On me. Then… me. On you.”

He exhaled, a shaky sound. “Alright. Get up.”

We disentangled. He got out of bed and went to the bathroom. I heard water running. He came back with a towel, which he laid out on the quilt. Then he held out his hand. I took it and let him guide me to stand in front of him, by the side of the bed.

He knelt.

The sight of him on his knees before me, his head level with my stomach, his expression reverent and fiercely intent, stole my breath. He looked up at me.

“This isn’t about anything but us,” he said, his voice husky. “This is me saying you’re under my skin. This is me marking what’s mine.”

Tears pricked my eyes. I nodded, unable to speak.

He leaned forward, his hands coming to rest on my hips. He pressed his open mouth to my lower belly, just above the thatch of curls. His tongue traced a warm, damp circle. Then he looked up again, his eyes holding mine captive.

“Drink some water first,” he said, his practicality a counterpoint to the intensity of the moment. He reached for a glass on the nightstand, handed it to me. I took a few sips, my throat dry.

He took the glass back, set it down. Then his hands were back on my hips, steadying me. “Relax,” he murmured.

I took a deep breath, letting it out slowly. I focused on his face, on the love and the raw need I saw there.

He didn’t look away as he lowered his head. The first warm splash hit my skin, just below my navel. A gasp caught in my throat. It wasn’t sexual, not in the direct way his mouth on my clit had been. This was something else, something profoundly intimate. It was warm, a shocking contrast to the cool air of the room. He was thorough, painting a hot, wet trail across my belly, down onto my mound, the liquid trickling in rivulets down the inside of my thighs. The sound was quiet, private. The smell was sharp, salty, uniquely him. He was marking me, claiming me in the most primitive way imaginable, and every cell in my body sang with the rightness of it.

When the stream tapered off, he stayed there for a moment, his forehead resting against my stomach, his breath warm on my damp skin. Then he looked up, his eyes blazing. “Your turn.”

He stood and led me to the bed. He lay back on the towel, his body a long, lean line of muscle and trust. He was half-hard again, his cock lying against his thigh. He held his arms out to the sides, a gesture of total surrender.

“I’m yours,” he said, simple and devastating.

I climbed onto the bed, straddling his thighs. I looked down at him—the man who had waited, who had built a life hoping I’d come back to share it. My heart felt too big for my chest.

I leaned down and kissed him, deep and slow. Then I shifted back, positioning myself over his abdomen. I could feel the tension in his body, the absolute stillness of his surrender. I closed my eyes for a second, centering myself, letting the need and the love coalesce into a single, clear intention.

When I opened my eyes, I let go.

The release was a relief, a letting go of the last five years of denial, of fear. The warm fluid arced out, splashing onto his skin, painting his stomach, matting the hair there, dripping onto his cock. He hissed, his abdominal muscles clenching, but he didn’t move. He watched me, his gaze searing, his jaw tight. I was marking him just as he had marked me. It was a reciprocal vow, written on our skin.

When I was finished, I sank down to lie beside him on the clean part of the quilt. We were both sticky, marked. The scent was strong in the quiet room.

He turned his head to look at me. Slowly, he brought his hand up, swiped it through the wetness on his stomach, and then brought his fingers to his mouth. He licked them clean, his eyes never leaving mine. The act was so frank, so intimate, it made my core clench all over again.

“Come here,” he said, his voice thick.

He pulled me against him, our marked skin sliding together. He didn’t seem to care about the mess. He held me close, his nose buried in my hair.

“Aftercare,” he mumbled into my scalp. “We need to clean up. Get you water.”

“In a minute,” I whispered, clinging to him. “Just hold me for a minute.”

He did. He held me until our breathing synced again, until the sweat cooled and the profound intimacy of what we’d done settled into our bones, not as something dirty or secret, but as ours. A language only we spoke.

Eventually, he stirred. “Stay here.”

He got up, went to the bathroom. I heard the shower start. He came back, his body gleaming with dampness, and scooped me up into his arms. He carried me to the shower, set me under the warm spray, and began to wash me with a soft cloth and plain soap, his touch gentle, thorough, reverent. He washed every part of me, rinsing the evidence of our claiming away, but the feeling of it remained, a phantom warmth on my skin.

He washed himself, and I took the cloth from him and returned the favor, soaping the hard planes of his chest, his back, between his legs. He was soft now, spent, and he leaned into my touch with a quiet sigh.

When we were clean, he turned off the water and wrapped me in a big, soft towel, then wrapped one around his own hips. He led me back to the bedroom. He’d stripped the quilt and towel away, leaving fresh sheets. He got a bottle of water from the kitchen, made me drink half, and drank the rest himself.

Then he pulled back the sheets and we slid into bed, naked and clean. He pulled me into the curve of his body, my back to his front, his arm a heavy weight around my waist.

“Okay?” he asked, his lips against my shoulder.

“More than okay.”

“We’ll talk more tomorrow. About… how we do this. What we need.”

“Okay.”

But for now, there were no more words needed. The light faded from the room. The first stars appeared outside the window. I lay in his arms, feeling the places on my skin where his mark had been, feeling the solid reality of him around me, inside me.

I had jumped into the deep end. And I was swimming. We both were. Together. ## Chapter 19 — The Shape of Need

I woke to the smell of coffee and the sound of rain. A soft, steady drumming on the tin roof over the bedroom. Jonah’s arm was still around me, his hand splayed over my stomach. His breathing was deep and even against the back of my neck.

I didn’t move. I lay there cataloging the sensations. The soreness between my legs, a pleasant, used ache. The memory of the shower, his hands soaping me clean. The words he’d spoken, rough and raw in the dim light. I want to see it on you. I want to mark what’s mine.

A shiver went through me, and his arm tightened.

“You cold?” His voice was sleep-graveled.

“No. Just thinking.”

“Don’t.”

I smiled into the pillow. “Too late.”

He shifted, rolling me gently onto my back so he could look at me. His hair was a mess, his eyes still heavy-lidded with sleep. He studied my face. “Okay?”

“Yeah, Jonah. I’m okay.”

He searched my eyes for a long moment, then nodded, apparently satisfied. He leaned down and kissed me, a slow, soft, closed-mouth press of lips that felt more intimate than anything that had come before. It was a morning kiss. A we’re still here kiss.

“Coffee’s on,” he said, pulling back. “Storm’s moved in. No work on the water today.”

He got out of bed, gloriously naked, and padded out to the kitchen. I watched him go, the long line of his back, the shift of muscle in his shoulders. The view was mine to look at now. The thought was so startling, so profound, I had to sit up and take a breath.

I found my clothes from yesterday—my underwear, his t-shirt—and pulled them on. I followed the scent of coffee.

He was at the stove, scrambling eggs in a cast-iron skillet. Bacon sizzled on a griddle. The little kitchen was warm and steamy, the window over the sink streaked with rain. He’d pulled on a pair of worn jeans but nothing else. The weather-cracked skin of his back was a landscape I wanted to map with my tongue.

“You cook,” I said, leaning against the doorway.

“I eat,” he corrected, not turning around. “Cooking’s a side effect. Mugs are above the sink.”

I got two mugs, poured the coffee. I took mine black. I remembered he took his with a splash of cream. I found the carton in his fridge, added a little to his, and brought it to him, setting it on the counter beside the stove.

He glanced at it, then at me. A silent thank you passed between us.

We ate at the small wooden table, the rain our background music. It was comfortable, this quiet. It wasn’t the fraught, loaded silence of the first few days. This was the quiet of people who had said the hard things, who had shown the raw parts, and were now just… being.

He finished his eggs, pushed his plate away, and wrapped his hands around his mug. “We should talk. About last night.”

My stomach did a little flip, but I kept my voice level. “Okay.”

“I meant what I said. I want that. With you. The… marking.” He said the word carefully, testing its weight in the morning air. “It’s not just a thing. For me. It’s… I don’t know how to explain it without sounding like an asshole.”

“Try.”

He took a breath, his gaze fixed on the rain outside. “It’s about trust. Complete trust. You giving me that. Me giving you… everything I am. Which isn’t always pretty. It’s possessive. It’s primal. I know that. But it’s also the most honest I’ve ever been with another person.” He finally looked at me. “With you. Five years ago, it just… happened. It felt right. It felt like a language we both spoke without having to learn it. When you left, I felt like I’d been muted.”

The ache in my chest was sudden and sharp. “Jonah…”

“I’m not saying that to make you feel guilty. You had to go. I know that. I’m just telling you what it is for me. So you know what you’re saying yes to. Or no to.”

I turned my mug in my hands. “Last night… I said yes. I meant it.”

“I know. But that was in the middle of it. This is in the cold light of a rainy morning. I need you to be sure. Because if we do this, if we make this a part of… whatever this is between us… it’s not a sometimes thing for me. It’s a need.” He said the word baldly, without shame. “I need to give that to you. And I need you to take it from me.”

The air in the kitchen thickened. It was one thing to get swept away in the heat of the moment. It was another to sit across a breakfast table and acknowledge a need so specific, so visceral.

“What about my need?” I asked softly.

His eyes darkened. “Tell me.”

“I need to feel… claimed. Like you said. Not owned, not less than. But… chosen. In a way that leaves a mark. A way that nobody else gets. I spent five years trying to forget how that felt, Jonah. Trying to convince myself it was just a weird, kinky weekend. But it wasn’t. It was you seeing something in me I didn’t even know was there. And me trusting you with it.” I looked down at my hands. “I want to give you that trust again. I want you to have it. All of it.”

A low sound escaped him. He stood up so abruptly his chair scraped against the floor. He came around the table, took my hand, and pulled me to my feet. He didn’t kiss me. He just held my face in his hands, his thumbs stroking my cheekbones, his eyes searching mine.

“You have me,” he said, his voice rough. “All of me. The good, the bad, the possessive, the quiet. The man who buys an oyster farm on a prayer. It’s yours.”

Tears pricked my eyes. I blinked them away. “Okay.”

“Okay,” he echoed. Then he kissed me, deep and sure.

It was a sealing kiss. A contract.

The kiss broke, and we stood there, foreheads touching, breathing each other’s air.

“It’s going to be a long, wet day,” he murmured, a hint of a smile in his voice.

I smiled back. “Got any plans?”

“I do now.”

He took my hand and led me back to the bedroom. The room was still dim, the gray storm light filtering through the windows. It felt like a world apart, a cocoon of rain and wood and us.

He stopped beside the bed and turned to face me. His expression was serious, intent. “We go slow this time. We talk. You tell me to stop anytime. For any reason. A word. A tap. My name. Anything.”

“I know,” I said. “I will.”

He nodded. Then his hands went to the hem of the t-shirt I was wearing. He lifted it slowly over my head, dropping it to the floor. He hooked his thumbs in the waistband of my panties and drew them down my legs. I stepped out of them.

He stood back and looked at me, his gaze a physical touch. “You’re so fucking beautiful, Mira.”

He reached for the button of his jeans, undid it, pushed them down. He was already half-hard, his cock thickening as he stepped out of his jeans and kicked them aside.

He closed the distance between us, his hands coming to rest on my hips. His skin was warm. “What do you want first?” he asked, his voice a low rumble.

“You. Just you. Kiss me.”

He obliged, his mouth finding mine in a kiss that started soft and quickly deepened. His tongue swept into my mouth, claiming, exploring. I melted into him, my hands sliding up his bare back, feeling the shift of muscle, the ridge of his spine.

He walked me backward until my legs hit the edge of the mattress. He broke the kiss. “Lie down.”

I did, scooting back to the center of the bed. He followed, kneeling over me, but he didn’t settle between my legs. Instead, he began to explore my body with his mouth and hands, as if re-memorizing it. He kissed the hollow of my throat, the slope of my breast, taking one nipple into his mouth and sucking deeply until I arched off the bed with a gasp. He moved to the other, giving it the same devoted attention.

His mouth traveled down my stomach, his tongue dipping into my navel. He kissed the inside of my thighs, his stubble scraping deliciously against my sensitive skin. He nudged my legs apart, but he didn’t go straight for my pussy. He kissed along the crease of my thigh and groin, his breath hot.

“Jonah,” I breathed, a plea.

“I’m right here,” he said, his voice muffled against my skin. Then finally, finally, he put his mouth on me.

He licked a slow, broad stripe from my entrance to my clit. I cried out, my hands fisting in the sheets. He did it again, and again, setting a lazy, maddening rhythm. He teased my opening, dipping his tongue inside briefly before retreating to circle my clit. He was drawing it out, building the pressure with agonizing patience.

“Please,” I whimpered.

He hummed against me, the vibration making me jerk. Then he focused on my clit, sucking it gently into his mouth, flicking it with the tip of his tongue. The coil in my belly tightened rapidly. My hips began to move of their own accord, chasing the sensation.

“That’s it,” he growled, sliding a hand under my ass to tilt me up to him. “Come for me. Let me taste you.”

His words, the relentless skill of his mouth, pushed me over. The orgasm crashed through me, a sharp, bright wave that made my back bow off the bed. He stayed with me through it, drinking every pulse, every shudder, until I was limp and gasping.

He crawled up my body, kissing my stomach, my breasts, my throat, before claiming my mouth. I could taste myself on his lips, salty and musky, and the intimacy of it sent a fresh thrill through my spent nerves.

He was fully hard now, his cock pressing against my thigh. I reached between us, wrapping my hand around him. He was hot and velvety, a bead of moisture already at the tip. I stroked him, watching his eyes flutter closed.

“I want you inside me,” I whispered.

He opened his eyes. They were black with need. “Not yet.”

He shifted, moving down my body again. But this time, he turned, so he was kneeling over me, his cock in line with my mouth, his own head positioned between my legs. The sixty-nine position. My heart hammered against my ribs.

He looked down at me over the plane of his stomach. “You first.”

Then he lowered his mouth to me again, and I had no choice but to open for him. I took the head of his cock into my mouth, licking the pre-come from the slit. He groaned, the sound vibrating against my sensitive flesh, and began to eat me with renewed fervor.

I relaxed my jaw, taking more of him, using my hand on the base. I loved the weight of him on my tongue, the salty taste of him, the way his hips gave tiny, involuntary thrusts. I loved the sounds he made, rough and hungry, as he licked and sucked me back toward another peak. We were a closed circuit of pleasure, giving and receiving in the same desperate rhythm.

I felt the tension building in him, the way his muscles tightened. I sucked harder, hollowing my cheeks. His movements between my legs became more urgent, his tongue driving into me.

“Mira, I’m gonna…” he warned, his voice strangled.

I doubled my efforts, wanting it, wanting to taste his surrender. With a shout that was half my name, half a raw groan, he came. Hot bursts flooded my mouth, salty and bitter and uniquely Jonah. I swallowed, taking all he gave me, as my own second orgasm ripped through me, triggered by his climax, by the feel of him pulsing on my tongue. It was less sharp than the first, a deep, rolling wave that left me trembling.

He collapsed beside me, pulling me with him so we lay facing each other, legs tangled, breath coming in ragged pants. He cupped my face, his thumb stroking my bottom lip.

“Okay?” he asked, his voice wrecked.

I could only nod, nuzzling into his hand.

We lay like that until our breathing evened out. The rain pattered on. I traced the scars on his knuckles.

He turned onto his back, an arm behind his head. I propped myself on an elbow, looking down at him. The atmosphere had shifted again. The playful, mutual pleasure was giving way to something darker, deeper. The need he’d spoken of.

He looked up at me. “You know what I want now.”

A fresh lick of heat went through me, centered low in my belly. “Yes.”

“Get on your hands and knees.”

The command was quiet, but absolute. I moved without hesitation, turning to kneel on the bed, then lowering myself onto my hands. The position felt vulnerable, exposed. I felt the cool air on my wet pussy, heard his soft intake of breath behind me.

He knelt behind me. I felt the blunt head of his cock nudge my entrance. He was hard again, impossibly. He pushed inside, just an inch, and stopped.

“Tell me,” he said, his hand on my hip.

“I want you,” I said, pushing back against him.

He slid home in one smooth, devastating stroke, filling me completely. I dropped my forehead to the sheets with a choked moan.

He set a punishing pace from the start, each thrust driving me forward on the mattress. His hands gripped my hips, holding me in place, his fingers sure to leave bruises. This wasn’t about mutual pleasure. This was about possession. About marking.

The slap of skin on skin filled the room, a rhythmic counterpoint to the rain. He leaned over me, his chest pressing against my back, his mouth at my ear.

“This is mine,” he growled, punctuating each word with a deep thrust. “This pussy. This trust. You. Mine.”

“Yours,” I gasped, the word torn from me. It was true. In this moment, in this act, I was utterly his. The thought didn’t diminish me; it completed me. I was giving him what he needed, and in doing so, I was getting exactly what I needed: to be chosen, claimed, in the most visceral way possible.

“I’m close,” he warned, his rhythm becoming erratic, frantic. “I need to… Mira…”

“Do it,” I begged. “Mark me. Please, Jonah.”

With a final, driving thrust, he buried himself to the hilt and came. I felt the hot pulse of him deep inside, flooding me. He held himself there, grinding against me as he emptied himself, his groan a long, shuddering release.

He stayed inside me for a long moment, both of us trembling. Then he slowly pulled out. I felt the immediate, warm trickle of his release down my inner thigh.

He turned me onto my back. His eyes were wild, hazy with spent passion. He looked between my legs, at the evidence of his claim already leaking from me. A dark, satisfied sound rumbled in his chest.

“Look at that,” he whispered, dragging a finger through the mess, then bringing it to my lips. I opened my mouth, sucking his finger clean, tasting both of us. He watched, mesmerized.

Then he lowered his head between my legs. He didn’t use his tongue to bring me off again. He just licked, slowly, thoroughly, cleaning me, tasting his own come mixed with my arousal. It was the most intimate, the most debauched thing I’d ever experienced. My oversensitive clit throbbed under his attention, and a small, sharp aftershock made me jerk.

When he was done, he kissed his way back up my body and gathered me into his arms, rolling us so I lay half on top of him. We were both sticky, sweat-slicked, a mess. We didn’t move to clean up. Not yet.

His heart hammered against my ear. His hand stroked my hair.

After a long while, he spoke, his voice raw. “Was that… was it too much?”

I lifted my head to look at him. His face was open, vulnerable in a way I’d never seen. The fear of having asked for too much, of having taken too much, was right there in his eyes.

I kissed him, soft and lingering. “It was perfect. It was exactly what I wanted. What I needed.”

The tension left his body in a long exhale. He hugged me tighter. “Good.”

We lay entwined as the storm raged outside. The rain intensified, lashing the windows. It felt like the world had narrowed to this room, this bed, this man.

“The offer for the farm,” I said later, my voice quiet in the dim room. “The one from the buyer.”

I felt him go still. “What about it?”

“You never said what you wanted to do.”

He was silent for so long I thought he wouldn’t answer. “The money’s life-changing,” he finally said. “I could buy a bigger boat. A real house. Not this shack on a dock. I could… provide. Properly.”

“For who?”

“For you,” he said, the words simple and devastating. “If you stayed.”

“I don’t need a big house, Jonah. I never did.”

“I know. But I’d want to give you one.” He sighed, his chest rising and falling under me. “But selling… it would mean letting go of the last thread that connected me to you. Even when you were gone, I had this place. I had the hope of you in the salt air, in the oysters, in the fucking mud. If I sell it, that’s gone. And if you leave again…” He didn’t finish.

“I’m not leaving,” I said, the certainty of it solid in my gut. “Not without you. And you’re here.”

He turned his head, his lips brushing my temple. “So we keep it.”

“We keep it,” I agreed.

It wasn’t a final decision. There were details, logistics, my family’s residual ownership to untangle. But the core of it was decided. We were staying. Together.

Eventually, the need for a shower became imperative. We went together, this time under the hot spray. He washed me again, gently, his touch now one of caretaking, of reverence. He soaped between my legs, rinsing away the last physical traces of our joining, but the feeling of it, the knowing, was etched into my bones.

We dried off and put on clean clothes—sweatpants for him, another of his t-shirts for me. We made soup from a can, ate it with crackers, and sat on the old sofa in the main room, watching the storm through the big window.

He pulled me into the crook of his arm. I rested my head on his shoulder.

“You know,” I said, “five years ago, I thought what we did was just this… wild, one-off thing. A secret I’d keep forever.”

“And now?”

“Now I think it was a foundation. A really strange, wet, messy foundation. But a foundation all the same.”

He chuckled, the sound warm against my hair. “The best foundations are built to withstand floods.”

I smiled, closing my eyes. The rain drummed on. The wind howled. The dock creaked beneath the house.

And I was, for the first time in five years, completely and utterly home. ## Chapter 20 — The Morning After

I woke to the smell of coffee and the sound of silence.

The storm had passed. The relentless drumming of rain was gone, replaced by a quiet so profound I could hear the soft lap of water against the dock pilings. Gray light filtered through the bedroom window. Jonah was already up; his side of the bed was cool.

I stretched, my body humming with a pleasant ache. Memories from the night before surfaced—the storm, the darkness, the way he’d claimed me with a quiet ferocity that left me feeling both wrecked and whole. The intimacy of it still clung to my skin like salt.

I found him in the kitchen, standing at the counter with a mug in his hands, staring out the window. He was shirtless, wearing the same sweatpants from last night. The muscles of his back were a landscape of lean strength, and for a moment I just watched him, this man who’d waited five years for me to come home.

“Morning,” I said softly.

He turned. His expression was serious, but his eyes softened when they landed on me. “Morning. Coffee’s fresh.”

“You’re up early.”

“Couldn’t sleep. Wanted to see the damage.”

I joined him at the window. The world outside was a study in muted blues and grays. The sky was still heavy with clouds, but they were breaking up in patches, showing glimpses of pale morning light. The water in the cove was choppy, whitecaps still dancing from the residual wind.

The dock looked intact, but I could see debris scattered across it—branches, bits of seaweed, a plastic bucket that had come from who-knows-where. Beyond the dock, the oyster beds were invisible beneath the turbid water, but I knew they’d taken a beating.

“How bad?” I asked.

He shook his head slowly. “Hard to tell from here. The floats for the surface cages are all still there, but a few look tangled. The bottom cages…” He shrugged. “We won’t know until we get out there and pull some up. Could be buried in silt. Could be fine.”

“We should go check after breakfast.”

He looked at me, a faint smile touching his lips. “We?”

“Yeah. We. I’m staying, remember? That means I’m part of the morning-after storm cleanup crew.”

The smile deepened, reaching his eyes. “Okay then. Part of the crew.”

I poured myself coffee, leaning against the counter beside him. The silence between us was comfortable, charged with the new understanding of what we were to each other. It wasn’t just a fling, wasn’t just picking up where we left off five years ago. It was a choice, deliberately made in the cold light of a rainy morning.

“We should call my parents today,” I said into the quiet.

He stilled. “Yeah.”

“They need to know about the storm. And about… us. And the offer.”

He turned to face me fully. “You sure you want to do that now?”

“No,” I admitted. “But it has to be done. The offer’s still on the table, Jonah. They’re part owners. They have a say.”

He nodded, his jaw tightening. “I know.”

My parents had kept a twenty-percent stake in the farm when they’d sold it to Jonah. It was a sentimental hold, a way to stay connected to the place my grandfather had built. They never interfered, never asked for a cut of the profits—Jonah had been running it at a break-even for years anyway. But legally, they had a say in any sale.

And my mother… my mother had never quite forgiven me for leaving.

“We’ll call after we assess the damage,” I said. “Give ourselves something concrete to talk about. ‘The storm hit, here’s what we’re dealing with, by the way we’re together and turning down a life-changing amount of money.’”

He let out a short, humorless laugh. “They’re gonna love that.”

“My dad might understand. My mom…” I trailed off, shaking my head. “We’ll cross that bridge.”

We ate a quick breakfast of toast and eggs, then suited up in rain gear. The air outside was crisp and damp, smelling of salt and torn seaweed. The wind had died down to a breeze, but it still carried a chill.

The dock was slick with rain and ocean spray. We walked carefully, assessing as we went. One of the planks near the shore end was cracked, splintered by what looked like a heavy log that had washed up and now lay half-submerged in the mud. Jonah made a mental note to replace it.

We reached the work skiff. It was still tied securely, bobbing in the chop, but it was half-full of rainwater. Jonah bailed it out with a bucket while I untied the lines.

“Ready?” he asked, holding out a hand to help me in.

I took it, stepping down into the boat. The familiar rock of it under my feet was like coming home a second time. He started the outboard, the motor coughing to life with a puff of blue smoke, and we shoved off.

The cove was a mess. Driftwood and plastic debris floated everywhere. A section of someone’s dock—not ours—had broken free and was lodged against the far bank. As we puttered out toward the oyster beds, I could see the damage to the surface cages.

The oyster bags were supposed to float just below the surface, suspended from lines between buoys. The storm had tangled several of the lines, wrapping them around each other in a knotted mess. Some of the bags had sunk, pulling their buoys under.

“Shit,” Jonah muttered, cutting the engine as we approached the first cluster.

We drifted up beside a tangle of lines. He leaned over the side, grabbing a buoy. “Hold us steady.”

I took an oar and pushed against the current, keeping the boat in position while he worked. His hands were sure and quick, even in the cold. He untwisted lines, yanked on sinking bags to bring them back to the surface, checked the integrity of the mesh.

“Some of these are torn,” he said, holding up a bag. A few oysters had escaped, their shells glinting dully in the gray light. “Lost maybe ten percent from this line.”

We moved from cluster to cluster. The damage was uneven—some areas were largely untouched, others were a disaster. The worst was a section where the wind and waves had piled three different lines into a single snarled mass. It took us nearly an hour to work it loose, and by the end my fingers were numb with cold despite my gloves.

“Bottom cages?” I asked as we finally straightened the last of the surface lines.

“We’ll need the drag,” he said. “But let’s try a sample.”

He started the motor again and took us to a marker buoy he’d placed years ago to denote one of the bottom cage locations. He cut the engine and began pulling up a heavy rope hand-over-hand. At the end was a metal cage, about the size of a laundry basket, filled with oysters that grew directly on the seafloor.

The cage emerged dripping and heavy. It was caked with mud and silt. Jonah dumped it onto the boat’s deck, and we both knelt to inspect.

The oysters inside were alive, their shells clamped tight. But they were filthy, buried under an inch of fine gray silt that had been stirred up by the storm.

“They’ll be okay,” Jonah said, brushing mud off a shell. “But they’ll need cleaning. And if the silt’s this bad here, it’s probably worse in other spots. Could smother some of them.”

He tossed the cage back overboard, and we repeated the process at two more locations. The results were similar—mud, but survivable.

By the time we’d finished our survey, the morning had bled into early afternoon. The clouds had thinned enough to allow weak sunlight to filter through, painting the water in shifting patterns of silver and lead.

We tied the skiff back at the dock, both of us weary and damp.

“So?” I asked as we peeled off our rain gear on the porch.

He leaned against the railing, looking out at the cove. “It’s not a total loss. Maybe twenty percent of the surface stock damaged, another ten percent of the bottom cages silted in. A week of hard work to clean up. But we can recover.”

“That’s good.”

“It is.” He turned to me. “But it doesn’t change the math on the offer. That buyer’s money would cover the losses and then some. It would mean not having to spend a week up to our elbows in freezing water fixing what the storm broke.”

I stepped closer to him. “Is that what you want? To take the money and walk away?”

He was quiet for a long moment. “No,” he finally said. “But I need to know it’s not what you want, either. This is your legacy, too. Your family’s place. And you’ve got a career, Mira. A PhD. You’re not a dockhand.”

“I am today,” I said, gesturing at my muddy clothes.

He didn’t smile. “You know what I mean.”

I did. He was giving me an out. A chance to reconsider the romantic, storm-soaked decision we’d made last night in the warmth of his bed.

I took his hand. His fingers were cold, calloused. “I spent five years in an office in DC, writing policy briefs about marine ecosystems I never got to touch. I analyzed data about oyster populations while the closest I got to the ocean was the fish tank in the lobby. It was important work. But it wasn’t my work. Not in the way this is.” I squeezed his hand. “I want to get my elbows dirty. I want to help you fix what’s broken. I want to taste an oyster we pulled from the mud ourselves. That’s the work that means something to me. Especially if I’m doing it with you.”

His throat worked. He lifted our joined hands and pressed a kiss to my knuckles. “Okay.”

“Okay,” I echoed. “Now let’s call my parents before I lose my nerve.”

We went inside. I pulled out my phone, staring at the screen. My parents’ contact photo—a picture of them smiling on a beach vacation years ago—seemed to judge me.

“You want me to do it?” Jonah asked.

“No. It should be me.” I took a deep breath and hit the call button.

It rang three times before my mother picked up. “Mira? Honey, is everything okay? We heard about the storm on the news.”

“Hi, Mom. Yeah, we’re okay. The farm took some damage, but it’s manageable.”

“We? Who’s we?”

Here we go. “Jonah’s here with me. We just finished assessing the damage.”

A beat of silence. “I see.”

“Is Dad there? I want to talk to you both.”

“He’s right here. Let me put you on speaker.” There was a muffled sound, then my father’s voice came on.

“Mira! Good to hear from you. Your mother’s been worried.”

“Hi, Dad. Listen, I have some things to talk to you about.”

I laid it out as plainly as I could. The storm damage. The offer from the buyer—a number that made my mother gasp when I repeated it. Jonah’s initial impulse to sell. Our decision to keep the farm.

And then, because there was no gentle way to say it, I added, “And Jonah and I are… together. Romantically.”

The silence on the other end was so complete I could hear the hum of the open line.

“Mom? Dad?”

“I’m here,” my father said, his voice carefully neutral. “This is… a lot to process, sweetheart.”

“I know.”

“You’re turning down that much money?” my mother finally spoke, her tone sharp with disbelief. “To do what? Play farmer with a man you barely know?”

“I know him, Mom. I’ve known him for five years.”

“You spent a weekend with him five years ago! That’s not knowing someone. That’s a vacation fling.”

I closed my eyes. Jonah, standing across the kitchen, met my gaze. He gave me a small, encouraging nod.

“It wasn’t a fling,” I said, keeping my voice even. “And it’s not playing farmer. Jonah’s kept this place alive for three years. He knows what he’s doing. And I want to be here. With him.”

“What about your career?” my father asked, more gently. “All those years of school, Mira. You were making a difference.”

“I can make a difference here too. Sustainable aquaculture is the future. I can apply what I know here, on the ground. Or in the water, I guess.”

Another silence. Then my mother, her voice tight. “And what about us? That twenty percent is our retirement safety net, Mira. If you turn down this offer, that safety net stays tied up in a struggling oyster farm.”

Ah. There it was. The practical, financial concern beneath the emotional ones.

“The farm isn’t struggling anymore,” I said. “Jonah’s got it breaking even. With both of us here, we can make it profitable. We can buy you out, if you want. Not for the offer amount, but for a fair price. Or you can keep your share and actually see some returns once we turn things around.”

“How long will that take?” my mother pressed. “Years?”

“Probably,” I admitted. “But it’s a real asset, Mom. It’s not going to vanish.”

My father cleared his throat. “Let us talk about this, okay? Just the two of us. It’s a big decision.”

“Of course.”

“And Mira?” my mother said, her voice softer now. “Are you happy? Truly?”

I looked at Jonah. He was leaning against the counter, his arms crossed, his expression open. Waiting. My heart did that funny squeeze it always did when I looked at him.

“Yeah, Mom. I am. Truly.”

“Okay,” she said, and I could hear the reluctant acceptance in that single word. “We’ll call you back tonight.”

We said our goodbyes and hung up. I set the phone on the table and exhaled, feeling like I’d just run a marathon.

“That went about as well as could be expected,” Jonah said.

I laughed, a short, tired sound. “Yeah. My mom’s not thrilled.”

“She’s worried about you. And her money. Both are valid.”

“I know.” I rubbed my temples. “God, I need a shower. And food.”

“You go shower. I’ll make lunch.”

I didn’t argue. The hot water felt like a blessing, washing away the mud and salt and tension of the morning. When I emerged, wrapped in a towel, I could smell something cooking—grilled cheese, maybe.

I dressed in clean jeans and a sweater and padded out to the kitchen. Jonah was at the stove, flipping sandwiches in a cast-iron skillet. He’d put on a fresh shirt, a soft gray henley that stretched across his shoulders.

“Tomato soup from a can to go with it,” he said, nodding toward a pot on another burner. “Classic.”

“Perfect.”

We ate at the small table, the steam from our soup bowls fogging the window beside us. The silence was companionable, both of us lost in our thoughts.

“What if they say no?” Jonah asked eventually, wiping his mouth with a paper towel. “About the sale, I mean. What if they want to take the offer?”

I’d been thinking about that. “They have twenty percent. You have eighty. You can outvote them.”

“Legally, yeah. But it would create a hell of a rift. And they’re your parents.”

“I know.” I pushed my empty bowl away. “But this is my life, Jonah. I can’t let them make this decision for me. Not this time.”

He reached across the table, his hand covering mine. “We’ll figure it out. Together.”

The word hung between us, solid and real. Together. It wasn’t just a romantic notion anymore. It was a logistical reality. A partnership.

After lunch, we went back outside to start the cleanup in earnest. The afternoon was spent hauling debris off the dock, repairing the cracked plank, and organizing the gear we’d need for the water work tomorrow. It was physical, mindless labor, and there was a comfort in it. In the simplicity of a problem that could be solved with a hammer and nails, with strong backs and willing hands.

As the light began to fade, my phone rang. My parents.

I answered, putting it on speaker so Jonah could hear.

“We’ve talked,” my father began, his voice steady. “And we’ve come to a decision.”

My heart hammered against my ribs. Jonah’s hand found the small of my back, a steadying pressure.

“We’re not going to force a sale,” my father continued. “This farm… it was my father’s pride. And it’s clear it’s become yours, Mira. Both of yours.”

Relief washed through me so intensely my knees went weak.

“But,” my mother added, “we do want to be bought out. Not for the offer price—we’re not unreasonable. But for a fair market value. We’ll have it appraised. And we’d like the money within the next two years, if possible. For our retirement.”

I looked at Jonah. He gave a single nod.

“We can do that,” I said. “Thank you. Thank you for understanding.”

“We don’t fully understand,” my mother said, a hint of her old sharpness returning. “But we trust you. And we love you. Just… be careful, okay? With your heart and with your future.”

“I will.”

“And bring that young man down to visit sometime,” my father said, a smile in his voice. “We’d like to get to know the man our daughter’s giving up a lucrative policy career for.”

I laughed, tears pricking my eyes. “I will. I promise.”

We talked for a few more minutes about practicalities—getting the appraisal, drawing up papers—and then said goodbye.

I set the phone down and turned to Jonah. He was watching me, his expression unreadable.

“Well,” I said. “That’s that.”

“Two years to come up with the buyout money,” he said. “That’s a hell of a motivator.”

“It is. Can we do it?”

He thought about it. “If we work hard. If we’re smart. If we get a little lucky. Yeah. I think we can.”

He pulled me into his arms then, holding me tight against his chest. I buried my face in his shirt, breathing in the scent of salt and sweat and him.

“Thank you,” he murmured into my hair. “For choosing this. For choosing me.”

I pulled back to look at him. “It was the easiest choice I’ve ever made.”

He kissed me, deep and slow, there on the dock as the last of the daylight bled from the sky. When we broke apart, the world was painted in shades of indigo and charcoal. The first stars were pricking through the clouds.

“Long day tomorrow,” he said, his voice rough. “We should get some sleep.”

“Yeah.”

We walked back to the house hand in hand. The night was quiet, the only sounds the gentle lap of water and the distant cry of a gull.

Inside, we moved through the evening routine with a new familiarity. Making tea. Brushing teeth. Changing into sleep clothes. It felt domestic. Real.

In bed, he pulled me close, my back to his front, his arm around my waist. His breath was warm against the nape of my neck.

“Today was good,” he said softly. “Hard, but good.”

“Yeah.”

“I’m glad you’re here.”

“Me too.”

We lay like that in the dark, listening to the house settle around us. The future was still uncertain—the work ahead was daunting, the financial pressure real. But the foundation we’d built, strange and wet and messy as it was, felt solid beneath us.

And for the first time in a long time, maybe ever, I fell asleep without a single dream of running away.




Chapter 21 — The Work of Rebuilding

The morning arrived with a chill that seeped through the walls. I woke before dawn, my body still aching from yesterday’s labor. Jonah was already stirring beside me, his breathing shifting from sleep to wakefulness.

“Morning,” he murmured, his voice rough with sleep.

“Too early,” I groaned, burrowing deeper under the covers.

“Sun’s not even up yet. We’ve got time.”

I cracked an eye open. The room was dark, lit only by the faint gray glow of pre-dawn through the window. “Why are you awake?”

“Thinking.”

“About?”

“Everything.” He sighed, rolling onto his back. “The appraisal. The buyout. The storm damage. The fact that I’m lying in bed with you and part of me still can’t believe you’re really here.”

I pushed myself up on one elbow. “I’m here.”

He reached out, his fingers tracing the line of my jaw. “I know.”

We lay there in the quiet dark, listening to the house creak. The wind had picked up again overnight, a low moan through the eaves. Winter was coming, and with it, shorter days and colder water. The work ahead of us was daunting, but for the first time, it felt like a shared burden instead of a solitary one.

When the sky began to lighten, we got up. The routine was becoming familiar—coffee in the kitchen, pulling on layers against the cold, planning the day’s work.

“We should start with the silted cages,” Jonah said, spreading a hand-drawn map of the oyster beds on the table. “If the oysters suffocate, we lose the whole batch. The surface lines can wait a day.”

I studied the map. He’d marked the areas hit worst by the storm, circles of mud and debris drawn in smudged pencil. “How many cages are we talking about?”

“Maybe thirty. All bottom cages, all in the deep channel where the current dumped the silt.”

“Can we get to them all today?”

He shook his head. “Not a chance. But we can start. Get the worst ones up, hose them off, redeploy them in cleaner spots.”

It was brutal work, he’d warned me. Cold, wet, and back-breaking. I’d nodded, determined. I’d spent years in climate-controlled offices, my body soft. It was time to earn my calluses.

We suited up in heavy-duty rain gear over thermal layers. Jonah handed me a pair of thick neoprene gloves.

“These’ll keep your hands from going completely numb. For a while, at least.”

The air outside was biting, carrying the metallic tang of oncoming rain. The cove was gray and choppy, whitecaps dancing under a low sky. We loaded the skiff with gear—a high-pressure hose rigged to a portable pump, extra rope, empty cages to swap out.

The motor coughed to life, and we pushed off. The ride out to the beds was rough, the boat slapping against waves that sent cold spray over the bow. I huddled in my jacket, my teeth chattering.

Jonah cut the engine at the first marker buoy. “This one’s bad. Silted over about six inches, according to the probe I took yesterday.”

He began hauling up the rope hand-over-hand. The cage emerged slowly, heavy with mud and water. It was a solid mass of gray silt, the oysters invisible beneath the sludge.

“Jesus,” I muttered.

“Told you.” He grunted, heaving the cage onto the deck. It landed with a wet thud, splattering mud across our boots. “Okay. Your turn to learn.”

He showed me how to use the high-pressure hose, directing the jet of water to blast away the silt without damaging the oysters. It was a delicate balance—too gentle and you’d be there all day, too aggressive and you’d crack shells or knock oysters loose.

“Start at the top,” he instructed, standing behind me, his hands guiding mine. “Work in sections. Let the water do the work.”

The first blast of water hit the cage, sending a plume of mud splashing back at us. I yelped, cold muck hitting my face.

Jonah chuckled. “Welcome to oyster farming.”

I shot him a look but couldn’t help smiling. “You could have warned me.”

“Where’s the fun in that?”

I went back to work, slowly washing away the thick layer of silt. As the mud cleared, the oysters emerged—dark, tightly closed shells, some as big as my palm, others smaller, younger. They looked ancient, like something dredged from the ocean floor a thousand years ago.

“Are they okay?” I asked, brushing a finger over a shell.

“Tap it,” Jonah said. I did. The shell stayed firmly shut. “That’s good. Means it’s alive. If it’s gaping open, it’s dead or dying.”

We worked in silence for a while, the only sounds the roar of the pump, the hiss of the hose, the slap of waves against the boat. My shoulders began to ache from holding the hose, my hands growing stiff with cold despite the gloves.

After the first cage was clean, we lowered it back down, this time in a spot Jonah had marked as having better water flow. Then we moved to the next marker.

And the next.

And the next.

By midday, we’d cleaned eight cages. My back was a solid sheet of pain, my fingers so cold I could barely feel them. We broke for lunch, eating peanut butter sandwiches on the boat, huddled together for warmth as a light rain began to fall.

“You’re holding up better than I expected,” Jonah said around a mouthful of sandwich.

“I’m miserable,” I admitted. “But in a good way.”

He smiled, a real smile that reached his eyes. “That’s the spirit.”

The afternoon was more of the same—haul, clean, redeploy. The rain grew steadier, a cold drizzle that found its way under my collar and down my back. My movements grew slower, clumsier with fatigue.

On the twelfth cage, my grip slipped on the wet rope. The cage, halfway up, dropped back into the water with a heavy splash, yanking the rope through my gloved hands. The friction burned, even through the neoprene.

“Shit!” I let go, shaking my stinging hands.

“You okay?” Jonah was beside me in an instant.

“Yeah. Just… slipped.” I held up my hands. The gloves were torn, the skin beneath raw and red.

He took them gently, turning them over. “That’s gonna blister. We should stop for the day.”

“No.” I pulled my hands back. “We’re not even halfway through the worst ones.”

“Mira—”

“I’m fine. Just need better gloves.”

He studied me for a long moment, his expression unreadable. Then he nodded. “Okay. But we’re taking a break. And you’re not touching another rope today.”

We retreated to the relative shelter of the cabin, such as it was—just a small covered area at the stern. Jonah dug a first-aid kit out of a storage locker and carefully cleaned the raw spots on my palms, then wrapped them in gauze.

“Thank you,” I said softly as he worked.

“For what? Letting you hurt yourself?”

“For not treating me like I’m going to break.”

He finished taping the gauze, his fingers lingering on my wrist. “You’re tougher than you look, Vance.”

“I’m tougher than I thought I was.”

He leaned in and kissed me, a brief, salty press of lips. “Yeah. You are.”

We went back to work, but he insisted on doing all the hauling. I focused on the hosing, which was easier on my hands. The rhythm returned—the groan of the rope, the heavy thump of the cage on deck, the roar of the pump.

As we worked, I found myself watching him. The way his muscles corded with each pull, the focused set of his jaw, the quiet competence in every movement. This was his element. This cold, wet, brutal work was what he’d chosen, what he loved. And now, somehow, I was part of it.

The light was fading when we hauled up the last cage of the day. My body was a symphony of aches—my shoulders, my back, my hands, even my legs from bracing against the boat’s motion. But there was a satisfaction in the exhaustion, a sense of having earned every sore muscle.

We motored back to the dock in the gathering dusk. The rain had stopped, leaving the air clean and sharp. Lights were beginning to wink on in the houses across the cove.

Back at the house, we peeled off our wet gear on the porch, leaving a soggy pile by the door. Inside, the warmth was a physical relief.

“You go shower first,” Jonah said. “I’ll start dinner.”

I didn’t argue. The hot water was heaven, washing away the mud and salt and chill. When I emerged, wrapped in a towel, I could smell garlic and onions cooking.

I dressed in sweatpants and a thick sweater, then padded out to the kitchen. Jonah was at the stove, stirring a pot of something that smelled rich and savory.

“What is that?” I asked, leaning against the counter.

“Chowder. Canned clams, potatoes, the last of the cream. It’ll warm us up.”

I watched him cook, the easy movements of someone who’d done this a thousand times. He’d changed into dry clothes—faded jeans and a soft-looking flannel shirt. His hair was still damp from his own quick shower.

“Today was hard,” I said.

He glanced at me. “Yeah.”

“But it felt good. To be doing something real. Something that matters.”

He set the spoon down and turned to face me. “It matters to me that you’re here. That you’re willing to do this.”

“I’m not just willing. I want to.” I stepped closer. “This is where I’m supposed to be, Jonah. I know it in my bones.”

He cupped my face, his thumb brushing my cheek. “I spent so long convincing myself I was okay alone. That the farm was enough. That wanting you back was just… nostalgia for something that never really existed.”

“And now?”

“Now I know it existed. And I know I wasn’t okay alone. And the farm…” He looked around the small, warm kitchen. “The farm is better with you here.”

The chowder was ready. We ate at the table, bowls steaming, crusty bread for dipping. It was simple, hearty food, exactly what our bodies needed. We talked about the day—which cages had been in worse shape than expected, which areas seemed to have escaped the worst of the silt.

After dinner, we washed up together, moving around each other in the small kitchen with an ease that felt earned. Then we retreated to the living room, collapsing onto the worn sofa.

Jonah built a fire in the wood stove while I curled up under a blanket. The flames caught, painting the room in flickering orange light.

He joined me on the sofa, pulling me against his side. I rested my head on his shoulder, my aching body finally relaxing.

“We should talk about the appraisal,” he said after a while, his voice quiet.

“Do we have to? Tonight?”

“Probably not. But it’s hanging over us.”

I sighed. “I know.” I’d been pushing it out of my mind, focusing on the physical work instead. “What’s involved?”

“We hire someone to come out, assess the value of the farm—land, equipment, stock, business value. They give us a number. That number times twenty percent is what we owe your parents.”

“How long do we have?”

“Two years, per our agreement with them. But the appraisal happens sooner—probably in the next month or two, while the damage from the storm is still fresh. That’ll affect the value.”

“The storm lowered it.”

“Probably. Which means the buyout number is lower, which is good for us. But it also means the farm is worth less overall.”

I thought about that. “So we have two years to not only come up with the buyout money but also increase the farm’s value so it’s worth more when we own it outright.”

“Exactly.”

It felt overwhelming. The sheer amount of work ahead—not just the physical labor of rebuilding after the storm, but the business side, the planning, the financial pressure.

“Can we do it?” I asked, echoing my question from yesterday.

He was quiet for a long time, his fingers absently tracing patterns on my arm. “I don’t know,” he finally admitted. “It’s a lot. Even with both of us working full-time, even if we have a couple of good seasons… two years is tight.”

“What happens if we can’t?”

“Then we have to renegotiate with your parents. Or take out a loan. Or…” He trailed off.

“Or sell?”

“Or sell,” he agreed softly.

I sat up, turning to face him. “I don’t want to sell.”

“I know.”

“I want to make this work. I want to prove we can do it.”

He looked at me, his expression serious in the firelight. “Then we will. We’ll work harder. We’ll be smarter. We’ll find ways to increase production, maybe diversify. Sell directly to restaurants instead of through the distributor. Start a CSA program for locals. There are options.”

Hope, fragile but real, bloomed in my chest. “We can do those things?”

“We can try. It’ll mean more work. Longer hours.”

“I don’t care.”

He smiled, a slow, sure smile. “I know you don’t.”

We sat in silence for a while, watching the fire. The wood crackled and spit, sending up sparks. Outside, the wind had picked up again, whistling around the corners of the house.

“I should call my parents tomorrow,” I said. “Update them on the cleanup. See if they’ve started the appraisal process.”

“Okay.”

“And I should probably start looking for part-time work in town. Something to bring in extra cash while we get the farm profitable.”

He shook his head. “Mira—”

“No, listen. I’m serious. I have skills. I could tutor, maybe teach a marine bio class at the community college. Something flexible that doesn’t take me away from the farm too much.”

He studied me. “You’d do that?”

“If it helps us keep this place? Absolutely.”

He pulled me close again, his arms tight around me. “You’re incredible, you know that?”

“I’m practical.”

“You’re both.”

We stayed like that until the fire burned down to embers. My body was heavy with exhaustion, but my mind was racing with possibilities. Business plans, marketing ideas, ways to streamline the work. All the things I’d learned in my policy career, suddenly applicable to this small patch of water and mud.

When we finally went to bed, I expected to fall asleep instantly. But I lay awake for a long time, listening to Jonah’s steady breathing beside me, feeling the weight of his arm across my waist.

The future was still a daunting, uncertain thing. But for the first time, I wasn’t just facing it—I was planning for it. Building it, one muddy cage at a time.

Just before sleep took me, I thought about something my grandfather used to say: The ocean gives, but you have to be willing to get wet.

I was willing. More than willing. I was already soaked to the bone.

And I was exactly where I wanted to be.




Chapter 22 — Wet

The morning after the fire felt different. The air itself felt charged. I woke before Jonah, the gray light of pre-dawn filtering through the bedroom window. He was still asleep, his face relaxed, his sandy hair messy against the pillow. I watched him for a minute, the rise and fall of his chest under his worn t-shirt, the faint lines of his sun-weathered skin.

I was planning. That’s what had kept me awake, and what woke me now. A spreadsheet of ideas in my head. But as I lay there, the spreadsheet faded, replaced by the simple, solid weight of him beside me. His arm was still draped over my hip, his hand loose against my stomach. I felt a slow, deep ache start to build inside me, not just from yesterday’s labor, but from something else. Something that had been simmering since I’d walked back onto this dock, since I’d seen him standing there five years later.

It was a wanting. Not just for sex, though that was part of it. It was a wanting for him. For the way he looked at me when he was about to say something honest. For the way his hands knew how to work. For the quiet certainty he carried, like he’d already decided what mattered and was just waiting for the world to catch up.

I slipped out of bed carefully, not wanting to wake him. I padded barefoot to the kitchen, started the coffee, then went to the living room window. The tide was low, the mudflats exposed, a silver sheen on the water beyond. The storm had done damage, but the morning was calm. Repairable.

When the coffee was ready, I poured two mugs and carried one back to the bedroom. Jonah was stirring, blinking awake as I sat on the edge of the bed.

“Morning,” I said, handing him the mug.

He took it, his eyes clearing as he looked at me. “You’re up early.”

“Thinking.”

“About the farm?”

“About a lot of things.”

He sipped his coffee, studying me over the rim of the mug. “You look… determined.”

“I feel determined.”

A slow smile touched his lips. “I like it.”

We drank our coffee in silence for a few minutes, the quiet of the house around us, the faint sound of water against the dock outside. Then he set his mug on the bedside table and reached for me. His hand cupped my cheek, his thumb brushing my freckles. “Come back here.”

I set my mug aside and let him pull me down beside him. We lay facing each other on the pillows. His eyes were serious now.

“Last night,” he said, his voice low. “When you said you were staying. When you said you were planning. It felt real.”

“It is real.”

“I know.” He traced my jawline with his finger. “It makes me want things.”

My breath caught. “What things?”

He didn’t answer right away. He just kept looking at me, his gaze moving over my face like he was memorizing it. Then he said, “The same things I wanted five years ago. The things I’ve been waiting for.”

The ache inside me tightened, sharpened. I remembered that weekend. The boldness of it. The way we’d shed every inhibition because we thought we’d never see each other again. The way he’d asked, and I’d said yes, and the way it had felt—not dirty, not degrading, but like a secret language we’d invented. A way of marking each other that went deeper than skin.

“We talked about it,” I said softly. “In chapter thirteen. We agreed.”

“We agreed it was something we both wanted,” he said. “But we haven’… we haven’t done it since you came back.”

“We’ve been rebuilding other things.”

“I want to rebuild this too.” His hand slid down to my neck, his fingers warm. “I want to know if it still feels the same.”

I swallowed. “It will.”

“You sound sure.”

“I am.”

He leaned in then, and kissed me. It wasn’t a slow kiss, or a tentative one. It was a kiss that claimed. His mouth opened against mine, his tongue tasting me, and I felt a rush of heat straight to my core. I kissed him back, my hands going to his shoulders, pulling him closer.

We kissed for a long time, tangled on the bed, the morning light growing stronger around us. His hands moved over my body, under my t-shirt, tracing the lines of my ribs, my waist. I pushed his shirt up, my palms against the warm skin of his chest, the faint ridges of muscle. He was lean, strong from work, and I loved the feel of him.

When he broke the kiss, his breathing was heavier. “I need to hear you say it,” he said. “Out loud. Now.”

I knew what he meant. The explicit consent. The naming of what we were about to do. It wasn’t just a formality; it was part of the ritual. Part of the trust.

“I want you to,” I said, my voice clear. “I want you to piss on me. I want you to mark me. And I want to mark you too.”

He closed his eyes for a second, a shudder going through him. When he opened them, they were dark with desire. “Okay.”

He got up from the bed and went to the bathroom. I heard the water running, him brushing his teeth. I stayed on the bed, my heart beating hard. I wasn’t nervous. I was eager. This was a thing we’d shared, a thing that belonged only to us, and doing it again felt like reclaiming a part of ourselves.

When he came back, he stood by the bed. “You should get ready too.”

I nodded and went to the bathroom. I washed my face, brushed my teeth, and looked at myself in the mirror. My cheeks were flushed, my eyes bright. I looked alive. I looked like someone who knew exactly what she wanted.

Back in the bedroom, Jonah had pulled the sheets off the bed, leaving the bare mattress. He’d laid a thick, clean towel down. Practical. Considerate. That was him.

He was naked now, standing by the window. The morning light lit his body—the broad shoulders, the flat stomach, the strong legs. And his cock, already half-hard, curving up from between his thighs. I looked at him, and my pussy clenched with need.

I took off my sleep shirt and shorts, leaving myself naked too. The air was cool on my skin, but the heat inside me was enough.

“Come here,” he said.

I walked to him, stopping a foot away. We looked at each other, naked in the gray light. It felt ceremonial.

“How do you want to start?” he asked.

“Like we did before,” I said. “You first. On me.”

He nodded. He reached out and took my hand, leading me to the towel on the bed. “Lie down.”

I lay down on the towel, the fabric rough against my back. I looked up at him. He knelt beside me on the mattress, his knees wide, his cock now fully erect, thick and flushed. I could smell him—the clean scent of his skin, the faint musk of arousal.

He put one hand on my stomach, his palm warm. “Tell me if you want to stop.”

“I won’t want to stop.”

He smiled, a small, private smile. Then he shifted his position, rising slightly, positioning himself over my torso. His cock hung above my chest. I watched it, my breath coming fast.

“Ready?” he asked.

“Yes.”

He let go then. Not a flood, but a steady stream. Hot, and startlingly so. It hit my chest first, a splash of warmth that spread across my skin. I gasped, the sensation so intimate, so visceral. He moved slightly, the stream painting lines across my breasts, over my nipples, down my stomach. The sound was soft, a private pattering on my skin. The smell was sharp, earthy, unmistakably him.

I closed my eyes for a moment, just feeling it. The heat. The wetness. The absolute surrender of letting him do this. It wasn’t about degradation; it was about possession. About him leaving a part of himself on me. About me accepting it.

When the stream ended, he knelt back, looking down at me. I was wet across my torso, glistening in the light. He leaned down and kissed my mouth, deep and thorough. “You’re beautiful like this,” he murmured.

“I feel beautiful.”

He helped me sit up. “Now you.”

I stood, my skin dripping. I faced him, and he sat on the edge of the bed, his legs apart. His cock was still hard, wet at the tip from his own release. I knelt between his legs, looking up at him.

“Do it,” he said, his voice rough.

I positioned myself, my head near his thighs. I let my own stream go, aiming for his stomach, his cock, his legs. The release felt different this time—not just physical, but emotional. I was marking him. Claiming him. The hot liquid splashed against his skin, mixing with what was already there. He groaned, his hands coming to my head, holding me gently as I finished.

When I was done, I stayed kneeling, looking at him. We were both wet, both marked. The scent was strong in the air now, a mix of us.

“Now,” he said, pulling me up. “Now I want to fuck you.”

He laid me back on the towel, my wet skin making the fabric damp. He didn’t wipe me off; he left the moisture there. He knelt between my legs, his hands spreading my thighs wide. He looked at my pussy, my clit already swollen, my folds glistening with my own arousal.

“You’re so wet already,” he said, his fingers tracing my slit.

“From watching you.”

He leaned down and kissed my inner thigh, then higher, his mouth finding my clit. He licked me, slow and deliberate, and I arched off the towel, a cry tearing from my throat. His tongue was expert, knowing just how to press, just how to circle. He licked me until I was shaking, until my hips were bucking against his mouth.

“Jonah,” I gasped.

He moved up, his cock pressing against my entrance. He didn’t push in yet. He just held it there, the tip teasing me. “Tell me,” he said.

“I want you inside me.”

He pushed in then, a slow, deep thrust that filled me completely. I cried out again, the sensation so intense after the build-up. He was thick, and he went deep, and the feeling of being stretched, possessed, was overwhelming.

He started to move, his hips rocking against mine, his cock sliding in and out. The friction was perfect, the wetness from our bodies making everything slick. I could feel the damp towel under me, the cool air on my skin, the heat of him inside me.

He fucked me with a steady, relentless rhythm, his eyes locked on mine. “This is what I waited for,” he said, his voice strained. “This. You. Here.”

“I’m here,” I said, my hands clutching his shoulders.

He leaned down and kissed me, his thrusts never slowing. The kiss was messy, our mouths open, our tongues tangling. I could taste coffee, and sex, and us.

His pace increased, his thrusts harder, deeper. I felt my climax building, a tight coil in my belly ready to snap. “I’m close,” I moaned.

“Come for me,” he said, his hand moving down to rub my clit as he fucked me.

The dual stimulation—his cock inside me, his finger on my clit—sent me over the edge. My orgasm broke through me, a wave of pure heat that washed from my core out to my limbs. I screamed, my body convulsing under him, my pussy clamping around his cock.

He kept fucking me through my climax, driving me higher, until the waves subsided. Then he groaned, his own rhythm becoming frantic. “Mira,” he choked out.

“Let go,” I urged, my hands on his hips.

He thrust hard one last time, then buried himself deep and let go. I felt his cock pulse inside me, the hot release filling me. He shuddered, his whole body trembling, his forehead dropping to my shoulder.

We lay like that for a long minute, connected, both breathing hard. The room was quiet except for our panting. The scent of sex and marking hung in the air.

Finally, he pulled out, slowly, and lay beside me on the towel. We were both sticky, wet, marked. He turned to me, his hand finding my cheek.

“Aftercare,” he said softly.

I nodded. We got up together, messy and dripping, and walked to the bathroom. We didn’t speak as we cleaned each other. He used a warm, wet cloth to wipe my chest, my stomach, my thighs. I did the same for him, cleaning the marks from his skin. It was tender, slow. A reversal of what we’d done.

When we were clean, he wrapped me in a dry towel and led me back to the bedroom. He pulled fresh sheets from the closet and remade the bed quickly. Then we climbed in, naked again but clean, and he pulled me against him.

We lay in silence for a while, my head on his chest, his arm around me. My body felt spent, satisfied, deeply connected to him.

“It felt the same,” I said finally.

“Yeah.”

“But also different.”

“How?”

“Because now we know it’s not just a weekend. It’s forever.”

He kissed my forehead. “Forever.”

We drifted for a bit, half-asleep in the morning light. Then I stirred, reality creeping back in. “We have work to do today.”

“We do.”

“The cages need repairing.”

“I know.”

I propped myself up on my elbow, looking at him. “But first, breakfast.”

He smiled. “Okay.”

We got up, dressed in simple clothes—jeans, t-shirts—and went to the kitchen. I cooked eggs and toast, he brewed more coffee. We ate at the small table, the windows showing the growing day outside.

“I’ll call the insurance adjuster today,” I said, sipping my coffee.

“I’ll start on the cages. Hank and Leo should be here by nine.”

“I’ll help after I make the call.”

He nodded. We were back to business, back to the farm. But the undercurrent was different now. The intimacy we’d shared was a solid thing between us, a foundation.

After breakfast, we went outside. The day was clear, the air cool. The damage from the storm was evident—broken cages scattered along the dock, a few posts leaning sideways. But it was manageable.

Jonah went to the workshop to gather tools. I stayed on the porch with my phone, dialing the insurance company. The call was bureaucratic, full of forms and questions, but I navigated it with the skill of my policy days. By the time Jonah returned with Hank and Leo, I had a claim number and an appointment for an adjuster to visit next week.

Hank and Leo were both in their fifties, longtime oyster men who’d worked for my grandfather and now worked for Jonah. They nodded to me, respectful.

“Bad storm,” Hank said, looking at the damage.

“But fixable,” Leo added.

Jonah laid out a plan. We’d start with the cages closest to the dock, repairing the broken hinges and latches. The ones farther out would need the boat.

We worked all morning. The physical labor was grounding—hands on tools, muscles straining, the smell of salt and mud in the air. I worked alongside Jonah, learning how to repair the cage hinges properly, how to test the latches. Hank and Leo worked steadily, their movements efficient.

By lunchtime, we’d repaired two dozen cages. We broke for a quick meal—sandwiches Jonah had made—eating on the dock, sitting on crates.

“You’re handy,” Leo said to me, nodding at a cage I’d fixed.

“I’m learning.”

“She’s a quick study,” Jonah said, his eyes on me.

I felt a flush of pride, not just from the compliment, but from the way he looked at me. Like I belonged here.

After lunch, we took the boat out to the farther cages. The water was calm, the sky a soft blue. Jonah drove the boat, Hank and Leo working the winch to pull up damaged cages. I helped secure them, my hands getting muddy, my jeans getting wet.

We worked until the afternoon sun began to slant. By then, we’d repaired another thirty cages. The pile of broken ones on the dock was shrinking.

“Good day’s work,” Hank said as we tied up the boat.

“Tomorrow we’ll finish the rest,” Jonah said.

Hank and Leo left for home. Jonah and I stood on the dock, looking at the repaired cages, the ones still waiting.

“We’re getting there,” I said.

“We are.”

He put his arm around me, his hand muddy on my shoulder. I leaned into him, my body tired but happy.

We cleaned up the tools, stored the boat, then went inside. The house was quiet, the evening light settling in.

I showered first, washing off the mud and sweat. When I came out, Jonah was in the kitchen, starting dinner. I went to him, still damp from the shower, and wrapped my arms around his waist from behind.

He turned in my arms, kissing me softly. “Tired?”

“A little. But good.”

We ate dinner—simple pasta with vegetables—and talked about the farm, about the insurance claim, about my idea to tutor at the community college. It was all practical, forward-moving.

But after dinner, when we sat on the couch with a glass of wine, the conversation turned.

“That thing we did this morning,” Jonah said, his voice low. “It’s not just a… sexual thing for me.”

“I know.”

“It’s a trust thing. A claiming thing.”

“For me too.”

He looked at me, his eyes serious. “I want to do it again. Not just in bed. I want… I want to know that it’s part of us. That it’s something we can come back to whenever we need to.”

“Whenever we need to feel connected,” I said.

“Yes.”

I took his hand. “It is part of us. It always was.”

He nodded, and I saw the relief in his face. The fear that maybe it was just a memory, just a past thing, was gone.

We finished our wine, then went to bed. We didn’t have sex again that night; we just lay together, tired from the day, comforted by each other’s presence. But the memory of the morning was there, between us, a quiet promise.

I fell asleep with his breath against my neck, my body sore from work, my mind peaceful.

The next few days passed in a rhythm of work and planning. We finished repairing the cages. The insurance adjuster came, assessed the damage, and approved the claim. I contacted the community college and set up a meeting to discuss a possible marine biology workshop series.

It was all moving forward. But the intimacy we’d rekindled stayed, a constant undercurrent. We didn’t do the marking every day, but we did it again, once, in the shower after a long day of work. It was quick, urgent, a reconnection. And it felt just as powerful.

One evening, a week after the storm, we were sitting on the porch watching the sunset. The sky was streaked with orange and purple, the water calm.

“I’ve been thinking,” Jonah said.

“About what?”

“About the future. Not just the farm. About us.”

I looked at him. “What about us?”

“I want to make it official.”

“Official?”

“I want to marry you.”

The words hung in the air, simple and profound. I stared at him, my heart stopping for a second, then starting again with a wild beat.

“You want to marry me?”

“Yes.”

“Why now?”

“Because now I know you’re staying. Because now I know we’re building something together. Because I’ve waited five years, and I don’ want to wait anymore.”

I felt tears rise in my eyes, not from sadness, but from a sudden, overwhelming fullness. “I want to marry you too.”

He leaned over and kissed me, his lips soft against mine. “Okay.”

“Okay.”

We didn’t talk about dates or plans. We just sat there, holding hands, watching the sunset. The future was opening up, wide and bright.

Later that night, in bed, we made love again. Slow, tender love, his body moving against mine with a reverence that felt new. When we finished, we lay tangled together, sweat cooling on our skin.

“I love you,” he said, his voice quiet in the dark.

“I love you too.”

It was the first time we’d said it out loud since I’d come back. The words felt solid, like stones placed in a foundation.

I fell asleep with his arms around me, the future not just a plan now, but a promise. ## Chapter 23 — The Marker

The promise settled into the bones of the next week. It wasn’t that anything changed, exactly. Jonah still got up before dawn to check the lines. I still spent my mornings in the old office, now my office, working on the grant proposals for the new hatchery equipment. We still argued about whether to expand the retail shack. But everything was underpinned by a new solidity, a shared frequency. We were getting married. The thought would hit me at random moments—while scrubbing mud off a bushel basket, or watching him pour coffee—and a slow, quiet warmth would spread through my chest.

We didn’t tell anyone. Not yet. It felt too new, too fragile to expose to the air. My mother would have questions about logistics and my father would have concerns about finances, and we both wanted to live in the quiet certainty of it for a while before letting the world in.

The weather held, a final, golden gasp of summer before the autumn storms. On Friday, Jonah came in from the flats early, his waders shed on the porch. He stood in the kitchen doorway, smelling of salt and cold water.

“Tide’s out further than I’ve seen it in years,” he said, wiping his hands on a towel. “Exposed the whole south bed. You should see it.”

I saved my document and closed the laptop. “Show me.”

We walked down the dock, past the empty retail shack, and onto the wet, packed sand the receding tide had left behind. The south oyster bed was indeed exposed, a long, ragged line of culture cages and ropes laid bare to the sun. The air here was different, thicker with the smell of brine and exposed seaweed.

“It’s like walking on the ocean floor,” I said, my voice hushed.

“It is, for a few hours.” He pointed. “See that? The cage lines are sagging. Storm last winter pulled the anchors. Need to reset them before the weather turns.”

We walked further out, the water a distant, glittering line. The world felt upside down, the familiar horizon gone. It was intimate, this revealed landscape, secret and temporary.

Jonah stopped beside a large, flat rock, dark and slick. He sat, patting the space beside him. I joined him, the cold of the stone seeping through my jeans.

For a while, we just looked. At the distant water, at the gulls wheeling overhead, at the silent, exposed beds.

“I’ve been thinking about that weekend,” he said, his voice low. “A lot, since you came back. But especially this week.”

My pulse, which had been slow and steady, gave a hard thump. “What about it?”

He didn’t look at me. He watched a crab scuttle sideways into a tide pool. “How it started. Not the… main thing. But before. The trust. You trusted me so fast. I didn’t understand it then.”

“I didn’t either,” I admitted. “It just felt… inevitable.”

“It was.” He finally turned his head, his eyes the color of the gray rock beneath us. “It still is. But I understand it now. You were giving me a part of yourself you didn’t give anyone. And I was doing the same. It wasn’t about the act. It was about the marking. The claiming. Saying ‘this is mine, I choose this.’”

His words, so plain and true, stole my breath. He’d always been a man of few words, but when he chose them, they landed with the weight of stones.

“Yes,” I whispered.

“I want that again,” he said. His gaze was unwavering. “Not like before, when it was frantic and desperate and we thought it was the only time we’d ever get. I want it slow. I want it here, where we live. I want to mark you, Mira, and I want you to mark me. On purpose. Because we’re building a life, and this is part of the foundation.”

The warmth in my chest ignited into a heat that licked down my spine, pooling low in my belly. My mouth went dry. This was the conversation we’d been circling since that first explicit night in chapter thirteen, but we’d always let the physical need overtake it. Now, with the future laid out between us like the exposed sand, the words were finally being said.

“Out here?” I asked, my voice barely a thread of sound.

“No. Not here. At the house. Tonight. After we close the world out.” He reached over and took my hand, his calloused fingers threading through mine. “If you want to.”

I brought his knuckles to my lips, kissed the weathered skin. “I want to.”

The walk back to the house was charged, a silent current running between us. Every brush of his shoulder against mine, every glance, felt loaded with intention. The afternoon chores—restacking baskets, hosing down the dock—were performed with a deliberate, almost ritualistic slowness. We were preparing.

We made dinner together, a simple pasta with clams we’d dug yesterday. We ate at the small table, the lantern light casting warm pools on the wood. We talked about the farm, about the grant, about anything but what was coming. The normalcy of it was its own kind of foreplay, building the anticipation until my skin felt too tight.

He washed the dishes. I dried. The domestic rhythm was a promise of its own.

When the last plate was put away, he turned off the main kitchen light, leaving only the lantern on the counter. He took my hand.

“Come upstairs.”

We didn’t go to the bedroom. He led me into the bathroom, the one with the deep, clawfoot tub we’d scrubbed clean months ago. The room was warm, a small space heater humming in the corner. He’d prepared this, too.

“We start clean,” he said, his voice quiet in the tiled room. He reached for the hem of my sweater, and I lifted my arms, letting him pull it off. He did the same with his own flannel shirt. We undressed each other slowly, piece by piece, until we stood naked in the soft light. The air was cool on my skin, raising goosebumps. He looked at me, his gaze traveling over my freckles, my breasts, my hips, with a possession that was calm and absolute.

He turned on the taps, testing the water until it was steaming. He poured in a capful of simple, unscented oil. “For after,” he said. “So it’s not just… utilitarian.”

The care in that small detail undid me. I stepped into the tub first, sinking into the hot water with a sigh. He followed, settling between my legs, his back against my chest. We fit together perfectly. He leaned his head back on my shoulder, and I wrapped my arms around him, my hands splayed on his chest. We stayed like that for long minutes, breathing together, the water lapping at our skin. We were washing away the day, the salt, the ordinary concerns. We were making a blank slate.

When the water began to cool, he stood, water sluicing down his body. He held out a hand for me. We dried each other with thick, clean towels, every pass of the fabric a slow caress. My skin was flushed pink, hyper-aware.

He didn’t lead me to the bed. He guided me to stand in the middle of the bedroom rug, facing him. The only light came from a single candle on the dresser, flickering gently.

“This is about choice,” he said, his hands coming to rest on my hips. “Every part of it. You tell me what you want. You tell me to stop, and I stop. You tell me to go, and I go. This only works if the words are there.”

“I know,” I said. My heart was a drum in my throat. “The same for you. You tell me.”

He nodded. “I will.”

He kissed me then, a deep, searching kiss that tasted of toothpaste and him. His tongue slid against mine, and a low throb started in my core. His hands moved up my back, pressing me closer, until every inch of my front was molded to him. I could feel his cock, already hard and heavy, against my stomach.

He broke the kiss, his breath warm on my lips. “Lie down.”

I lowered myself to the rug. The wool was soft beneath my back. He knelt beside me, his eyes dark in the candlelight. He started at my feet, his hands wrapping around my ankles. He pressed his thumbs into my arches, a firm, grounding pressure that made me moan. He worked his way up, his hands kneading my calves, the backs of my knees, my thighs. He parted my legs, his touch never hesitant, always deliberate.

When his fingers brushed through the curls at the apex of my thighs, I gasped. He didn’t go straight for my clit. He traced my folds, spreading the wetness he found there, learning me anew. He leaned down and pressed an open-mouthed kiss to the inside of my thigh, then the other.

“So beautiful,” he murmured, the words a vibration against my skin. “All mine.”

“Yours,” I breathed.

He finally brought his mouth to my pussy, and the first flat stroke of his tongue made my back arch off the rug. He licked me slowly, thoroughly, from my opening to my clit, circling the swollen bud before sucking it gently into his mouth. He was an archaeologist rediscovering a sacred site, with reverence and hunger. I tangled my hands in his sandy hair, not to guide him, just to hold on.

The build was slow, inexorable. He added a finger, then two, curling them inside me, finding the spot that made me cry out. His mouth never left my clit, his tongue flicking and pressing in rhythm with his fingers. The pleasure coiled tighter and tighter, a spring wound to its limit.

“Jonah, I’m close,” I managed to say, my voice strangled.

He lifted his head, his chin glistening. “Not yet.” He removed his fingers, kissed my inner thigh again. “I want you on the edge when I’m inside you.”

He moved up my body, kissing my stomach, my ribs, the valley between my breasts. He took one nipple into his mouth, then the other, his tongue and teeth sending sharp, delicious shocks through me. My entire body was humming, sensitized.

He positioned himself between my legs, the head of his cock nudging at my entrance. He looked down at me, his expression fierce with love and want. “You ready?”

“Yes. Please.”

He pushed inside, a slow, devastating inch at a time. I was so wet, so ready, but he was thick, and the stretch was exquisite. He filled me completely, a joining that felt more profound than any before. He paused, buried to the hilt, his forearms braced on either side of my head.

“Look at me,” he said.

I opened my eyes, meeting his gaze. In the candlelight, I saw everything: the five years of waiting, the fear, the hope, the absolute, unwavering certainty.

He began to move. Long, deep strokes that dragged against every nerve ending. It wasn’t frantic; it was a deliberate claiming, each thrust a punctuation mark. I wrapped my legs around his hips, pulling him deeper, meeting him stroke for stroke. The sound of our bodies meeting, skin on skin, was loud in the quiet room, mixed with our ragged breaths and my soft, continuous moans.

The coil inside me, which had never fully unwound, began to wind again, tighter and hotter. I could feel my climax gathering, a storm surge at the base of my spine.

“I’m gonna come,” I gasped, my nails digging into his shoulders.

“Wait,” he gritted out, his rhythm faltering for a second. “Not yet. I want… I want to feel you let go when I do it. When I mark you.”

Understanding slammed into me, intensifying the need. This was it. The pinnacle. The mutual surrender.

He slowed his thrusts, almost pulling out, then sinking back in with torturous control. He lowered his mouth to my ear. “I need to piss, Mira. I need to piss on you. On your stomach, your tits. I need to mark you as mine. Will you let me?”

The words, so crude and so tender, broke me open. “Yes. God, yes. Please.”

“You have to be close. You have to come when I do it.”

“I am. I’m right there.”

He drove into me one more time, deep, and held himself there. I felt him begin to tremble, the control he’d held so tightly finally slipping. With a groan that was almost a sob, he pulled out of me.

The sudden emptiness was a shock, but before I could mourn it, he was moving. He knelt over me, one hand braced on the floor by my shoulder, the other wrapping around the base of his cock. His face was a mask of intense concentration, of release held in check.

A hot, sudden stream hit my lower belly, just above my still-throbbing pussy. The sensation was a shocking, visceral heat, spreading across my skin. It was intimate beyond anything I’d ever known. He moved his aim upward, painting my stomach, my ribs, the undersides of my breasts. The sound was a soft, steady patter. The smell, musky and uniquely his, filled the air.

The visual, the sensation, the profound symbolism of it—my body, claimed by the man I loved, with the most basic, animal function—tipped me over the edge. My orgasm roared through me, convulsing my entire body. I cried out, my back bowing, my hands fisting in the rug as wave after wave of pure, white-hot pleasure tore through me. It was the most intense climax of my life, rooted in a trust so complete it felt like flying.

He finished, the last drops falling on my sternum. He was breathing hard, his cock still in his hand, glistening in the candlelight. For a moment, we just stared at each other, the reality of what we’d done shimmering in the space between us.

Then, his voice rough, he said, “Your turn.”

He moved off me, lying down on his back on the rug beside me. He was flushed, beautiful, utterly surrendered. “Mark me.”

The mandate, the trust he was placing in me, sent a fresh thrill through my spent body. I pushed myself up, my limbs shaky. The warm, wet evidence of his claim was cooling on my skin. I felt powerful. Loved.

I straddled his hips, facing his feet. I looked down at him—his broad chest, the sandy hair, the hard planes of his stomach. My pussy, sensitive and swollen, hovered just above his cock.

“I need to go,” I whispered, the need suddenly urgent, a reciprocal pressure in my own bladder.

“Do it,” he said, his eyes holding mine. “I’m yours.”

I positioned myself higher, over his chest. I took a deep breath, letting go of the last shred of self-consciousness. This was Jonah. My future. My heart.

The release was slower for me, a hesitant trickle at first, then a steady, warm stream. I watched it fall onto his skin, darkening the hair on his chest, tracing paths down his ribs. I moved slightly, painting his collarbones, the hollow of his throat. The act of marking him, of seeing my claim on his body, ignited a deep, possessive fire in my gut. He lay perfectly still, his eyes closed now, a look of profound peace on his face. His hands came up to rest on my thighs, not guiding, just holding.

When I was finished, I stayed there for a moment, dripping the last few drops onto his sternum. The room was silent except for our breathing and the distant sound of the tide, which had turned and was coming back in.

I slid off him, coming to lie on my side next to him. We were both a mess, marked and shining in the candlelight. We turned our heads to look at each other.

Slowly, a smile spread across his face. It was the most unguarded, joyful expression I’d ever seen on him. A laugh bubbled out of me, pure and free.

He reached for my hand, lacing our fingers together. Our joined hands rested on the wet, sticky space between us.

“Okay?” he asked, his thumb stroking my knuckle.

“More than okay.” I brought our linked hands to my lips, tasting salt and skin and us. “That was… the foundation.”

He nodded. “Yeah.”

We lay there until the candle guttered and the wet patches on our skin grew cool. Then, wordlessly, we got up. We returned to the bathroom. This time, we stepped into the shower together. We washed each other with the same deliberate care, using a soft, soapy cloth to cleanse stomachs, chests, thighs. The water ran clear, carrying the physical evidence away, but the feeling, the mark on our souls, remained. We were sealed.

Wrapped in fresh towels, we finally collapsed into bed. He pulled me against him, my back to his front, his arms a tight band around me. His lips pressed against the damp hair at my temple.

“I love you, Mira Vance,” he whispered.

“I love you, Jonah Riley.” I paused. “My fiancé.”

I felt his smile against my skin. “My fiancée.”

The words hung in the dark, a new kind of promise, forged in the deepest intimacy either of us had ever known. The storm of passion had passed, leaving a profound, quiet calm in its wake. As I drifted toward sleep, the sound of the returning tide was a gentle, relentless heartbeat against the pilings of our house. The water was coming back, covering the exposed beds, hiding the secrets of the deep. But our secret, our marking, was safe inside these walls, inside the circle of his arms. It was the beginning of everything. ## Chapter 24 — Dawn Tides

I woke with the first gray light seeping around the curtains. Jonah’s arm was still a heavy, welcome weight across my waist, his breathing deep and even against the back of my neck. The memory of the night before felt like a physical warmth in my chest, a glowing ember. The proposal, the marking, the words. Fiancé. Fiancée. The words were new, the shape of them strange and thrilling on my tongue.

I lay there, listening to the soft lap of water against the dock. The tide was high again, a gentle, forgiving presence after the storm’s violence. The bed smelled of clean cotton, his skin, and the faint, lingering scent of the coconut oil we’d used on each other. It was the smell of peace.

My mind, however, began to stir. It was a practical, logistical creature, a holdover from my policy days. The farm. The storm damage we’d only partially assessed. The fact that we hadn’t told a single soul about us, let alone this new, seismic shift. My family. His employees. The town.

Jonah’s hand flexed against my stomach, a sleepy, possessive gesture. “Your brain is whirring,” he mumbled, his voice gravelly with sleep.

“How can you tell?”

“Your breathing changes. Gets shallower.” He kissed my shoulder blade. “What’s the agenda, Dr. Vance?”

“We have an oyster farm to run, Mr. Riley. And a storm’s aftermath to deal with. And… other news to disseminate.”

He was quiet for a moment. Then he nuzzled closer. “The farm first. The news… we sit with that a minute. Just us.”

“Just us,” I agreed, turning in his arms to face him. His eyes were soft, the blue-gray of the dawn sea. I traced the line of his jaw, rough with stubble. “I like the sound of that.”

“Me too.” He captured my hand, kissed my palm. “But you’re right. The tide’s turning. Work waits.”

We dressed in comfortable silence, pulling on worn jeans, thick sweaters, waterproof boots. The simplicity of the routine was its own intimacy. I made coffee while he checked the marine radio for any overnight advisories. We drank from mismatched mugs at the kitchen table, shoulders touching, planning the day in low, efficient sentences.

“Check the lines on the south raft first,” he said. “The swell came from that direction. I’ll take the skiff and look at the perimeter nets.”

“I’ll come with you after. Two sets of eyes.”

He nodded, his gaze resting on my left hand where it curled around my mug. The ring wasn’t there; we’d decided, without saying it aloud, to keep it private for now, a secret talisman. But his look held the same weight.

The morning air was bitingly clean, scoured by the storm. The world looked new-washed and fragile. We walked down the dock together, the wood groaning under our boots. The damage was visible but not catastrophic. One of the work skiffs had pulled its mooring cleat partly free, and a stack of empty oyster bags had been tossed into a tangled heap. The main raft, a huge, floating wooden grid holding hundreds of cultivation bags, listed slightly but held fast.

“Could’ve been a lot worse,” Jonah said, surveying it with a critical eye.

“It was a lot worse,” I reminded him gently. “We fixed the worst of it last night.”

A slow smile touched his lips. “So we did.”

We split up, the easy professionalism of the last few months settling over us like a second skin. I loved this work—the tangible, salty reality of it. I moved along the edge of the main raft, checking the tension of the lines that secured it to the massive screw anchors driven into the seabed. My hands, soon wet and cold, worked with a surety that still surprised me. This was my legacy, my choice. Ours.

The physical labor was grounding. It left room for the night before to replay in vivid, sensory flashes: the heat of his mouth, the shocking, intimate warmth of his release on my skin, the reverent way he’d cleaned me, the raw, open need in his voice when he’d asked me to stay forever. A flush that had nothing to do with exertion spread across my chest.

By mid-morning, we reconvened at the dock’s end, our initial survey complete. The sun had broken through, sparkling on the choppy water.

“South lines are secure,” I reported. “A few bags need re-securing, but the structure’s sound.”

“Nets are intact. Lost a few marker buoys.” He wiped his hands on his jeans. “We got lucky.”

“We made our own luck,” I said.

He looked at me then, a long, deep look that stripped away the practical morning and brought the ember in my chest to a full blaze. The air between us crackled, charged with what we’d done and what we now were.

“Come inside,” he said, his voice low.

“It’s barely ten.”

“The farm’s secure. The world can wait.” He held out a hand. It wasn’t a request.

I took it. The calluses scraped against my palm, a familiar, thrilling abrasion. We walked back to the house, the pace quicker than our morning stroll. The silence between us was thick, anticipatory. He closed the door behind us and the world shrank to the confines of the ramshackle kitchen, filled with slanting morning light.

He didn’t kiss me right away. He turned me to face him, his hands coming up to frame my face. His thumbs stroked over my cheekbones. “I woke up thinking I dreamed it.”

“You didn’t.”

“I need to feel it again. The before. The during. The after.” His words were deliberate, each one a stone dropped into the still pool of my desire. “I need to be inside you, Mira. Now.”

A shuddering breath left me. “Yes.”

That was all the permission he needed. His mouth crashed down on mine, not gentle but claiming, a reinforcement of every vow whispered in the dark. I kissed him back with equal fervor, my hands fisting in his sweater, pulling it up. We broke apart only to undress, a frantic, clumsy dance of pulling fabric over heads, pushing denim over hips. Boots thudded to the floor. Our clothes made a pile on the worn linoleum.

Naked, we came together again. The cool air raised goosebumps on my skin, but he was a furnace. He walked me backward, never breaking the kiss, until my back met the cool wood of the kitchen table. He hoisted me up to sit on the edge, the surface solid and unyielding beneath my thighs. He stepped between my legs, his hard cock pressing against my stomach.

His mouth left mine to trail down my neck, over my collarbone. He took one nipple into his mouth, sucking hard, his tongue circling the peak until I cried out, my back arching. His hand found my other breast, kneading, pinching the tight bud. The dual sensation was almost too much, a sharp, sweet ache that pooled low in my belly.

“Jonah,” I gasped.

He switched his attention to the other breast, giving it the same devastating treatment. His free hand slid down my ribs, over my hip, and delved between my legs. I was already wet, slick and ready for him. He made a rough sound of approval against my skin.

“Soaked for me,” he murmured, his fingers sliding through my folds, finding my clit. He rubbed slow, tight circles that made my thighs tremble. “This pussy remembers. It knows who it belongs to.”

“You,” I panted. “Only you.”

He pushed one finger inside me, then two, curling them, stroking that perfect, deep spot. My head fell back, a moan tearing from my throat. The table edge bit into the backs of my thighs, a bright counterpoint to the building pleasure. He worked me with his fingers, his mouth still on my breast, until I was writhing, close to the edge.

“Not yet,” he said, withdrawing his fingers. I whimpered at the loss. He brought his glistening fingers to his mouth, sucked them clean, his eyes locked on mine. The sight was profoundly erotic, a visual echo of the night before. “I want you to come on my cock.”

He gripped his shaft, guiding the broad head through my slickness, notching it at my entrance. He paused, his forehead resting against mine, our breath mingling. “Look at me.”

I forced my eyes open, drowning in the storm of his gaze.

“This is forever,” he said, and thrust home.

I cried out as he filled me, a deep, stretching burn that instantly melted into perfect fullness. He was everywhere, all I could feel. He held himself there, buried to the hilt, letting me adjust, letting us both feel the staggering rightness of the connection.

Then he began to move. Slow, deep, punishing strokes that dragged against every sensitive nerve inside me. The table scraped against the floor with each thrust, a rhythmic, creaking accompaniment. He braced one hand on the table beside my hip, the other tangling in my hair, tilting my head back to expose my throat to his biting kisses.

The pace built, his hips snapping forward with increasing urgency. The sound of our bodies meeting, skin slapping against skin, was raw and obscene in the quiet kitchen. I wrapped my legs around his waist, heels digging into the small of his back, pulling him deeper.

“Touch yourself,” he grunted, his voice strained. “I want to feel you come around me.”

I obeyed, my hand sliding between our sweat-slicked bodies. My fingers found my clit, swollen and throbbing. The added pressure was electric. My climax gathered, a tight, hot coil at my core.

“That’s it,” he encouraged, his thrusts becoming shorter, harder, perfectly aimed. “Let go. Come for me, Mira. Come for your fiancé.”

The word, growled with such possessive heat, was the final trigger. The coil snapped. Pleasure exploded through me, a white-hot detonation that clenched my entire body. My inner muscles spasmed around his cock, milking him, and I screamed his name into the crook of his neck.

My climax triggered his. With a ragged shout, he drove into me one final, searing time and held there. I felt the hot pulse of his release deep inside me, a flooding warmth that seemed to go on and on. He shuddered violently, his big body collapsing over mine, his face buried in my hair.

We stayed like that, fused together, panting, as the waves of aftershocks slowly subsided. The smell of sex, of our joined bodies, filled the air—musky, salty, profoundly us. He was still semi-hard inside me, and the feeling of him, softening but present, was its own sweet intimacy.

Eventually, he lifted his head. He kissed me, slow and tender, a stark contrast to the frantic passion of moments before. He carefully pulled out, and a hot trickle of our combined release escaped down my thigh. The sight sent a fresh, lazy thrill through my spent body.

He didn’t reach for a towel. Instead, he knelt on the floor before me, his hands spreading my thighs wider. He looked at the evidence of our joining on my skin, his expression one of stark, reverent hunger.

“Mine,” he whispered, and then he bent his head.

His tongue, warm and rough, licked a slow, deliberate path from my opening up my inner thigh, cleaning me. He was thorough, methodical, his actions holding the same sacred weight as the night before. It wasn’t about degradation; it was about possession, acceptance, the complete erasure of any boundary between us. He was claiming the aftermath as surely as he’d claimed my climax.

My hands fell to his sandy hair, not guiding, just holding on. Pleasure, soft and oversensitive, shimmered through me. When he was done, he rested his cheek on my thigh for a moment, his breathing calming.

He looked up at me. “Okay?”

“More than okay,” I echoed my words from the night before, my voice husky.

He rose, his knees popping, and fetched a clean dish towel from a drawer. He dampened it with warm water from the kettle and gently wiped my stomach, my thighs, between my legs. The care he took was breathtaking. After, he tossed the towel aside and pulled me against him, my face pressed to the damp, salty skin of his chest.

We stood there, wrapped around each other in the middle of the kitchen, for a long time.

Later, after we’d dressed again and made a second pot of coffee, reality began its gentle, insistent knock. It came in the form of my phone buzzing on the counter. I glanced at the screen. Mom.

I looked at Jonah. He raised an eyebrow.

“It’s time,” I said.

He nodded. “Your house or mine?”

“Mine. It’s… neutral territory. And there’s more space for the inquisition.”

A flicker of anxiety crossed his face, quickly masked. “I’ll follow you over.”

My family home, the old Vance house on the bluff overlooking the cove, felt both familiar and alien as I pulled up. The storm had left its mark here too—a branch down in the front yard, mud splashed across the porch. My mother’s car was in the drive.

She met me at the door, her face lined with worry. “Mira! We tried calling last night during the worst of it. The lines were down. Are you alright? Is the farm…?” Her eyes went past me to Jonah’s truck pulling in behind my car. Her question died on her lips. Confusion, then a dawning, cautious understanding settled in her features.

“The farm’s fine, Mom. A little battered, but we secured it.” I took a deep breath. “Jonah helped. He’s… we need to talk to you. And Dad. Is he here?”

“He’s in the workshop.” She studied my face, her mother’s eyes missing nothing. “You look… different.”

“I am different.”

We gathered in the living room, the one with the faded floral sofa and the picture window facing the sea. My dad came in, wiping grease from his hands, his expression shifting from curiosity to wariness when he saw Jonah standing formally beside me. Jonah looked more nervous than I’d ever seen him, his shoulders tense, his hands shoved in his pockets.

“Mom, Dad,” I began, my heart hammering against my ribs. “There’s no easy way to say this. Jonah and I… we’re together. We have been for a while now.”

Silence. My father’s brows drew together. My mother’s hand went to her mouth.

“And,” I continued, drawing strength from Jonah’s solid presence beside me, “last night, he asked me to marry him. I said yes.”

The silence turned profound. I could hear the grandfather clock ticking in the hall.

My father was the first to speak, his voice quiet. “You’re marrying the man who bought our farm out from under us?”

“He saved the farm, Dad,” I said, my voice firm. “He saved it for me. He kept it running, kept it alive, because he knew… he hoped I’d come back. He did it for us. For our future.”

“Is this true, son?” my father asked, directing his stern gaze at Jonah.

Jonah cleared his throat. “Yes, sir. I bought the farm to preserve it. I never wanted to see it sold off or developed. I hoped Mira would return someday. I… I’ve loved your daughter for five years.” The raw honesty in his voice was undeniable.

My mother’s eyes filled with tears. “Five years?”

I nodded. “We met that summer, before I left for DC. It was… significant. We lost touch, but the feeling never went away for either of us.”

My father looked back and forth between us, his stern façade cracking. He saw my hand, reached for it, and turned it over. The absence of a ring didn’t seem to matter. He saw the truth on my face. “You’re sure, Mira? This life… it’s hard. It’s muddy and cold and it never ends.”

“I’m sure. It’s the life I want. With him.”

My mother let out a soft sob and stood up. For a horrible second, I thought she was going to walk out. Instead, she crossed the room and pulled me into a fierce, lavender-scented hug. “Oh, honey.” Then she released me and turned to Jonah. She looked up at him, this quiet, weathered man who loved her daughter. She reached up and cupped his cheek. “You kept our home safe. You brought our girl home. Thank you.”

Jonah’s composure broke. His eyes glistened, and he dipped his head, covering her hand with his own. “Thank you, Carol.”

My father stood, walked over to Jonah, and offered his hand. After a beat, Jonah took it. They shook, a firm, wordless acknowledgment between men. “You take care of her,” my dad said, his voice thick.

“With my life, sir.”

The rest of the afternoon was a blur of tea, stunned questions, and gradual, thawing acceptance. We told them a sanitized version of our history—the connection five years ago, the reunion, the slow rebuilding of trust. We left out the storm-lit marking, the kitchen table, the depth of the hunger that bound us. That was ours alone.

As dusk approached, Jonah and I drove back to his place—our place—exhausted but buoyant. The final hurdle, the one I’d feared most, was cleared. The world knew, or at least the most important part of it did.

That night, after a simple dinner, we sat on the dock, wrapped in a shared blanket, watching the stars prick through the velvet sky. The water was a black mirror, reflecting the sliver of a new moon.

“One more thing to do,” Jonah said quietly.

“What’s that?”

“Make it official. In front of everyone.” He shifted, pulling a small, velvet box from his pocket. He opened it. The ring sat inside, the pearl glowing in the starlight. “Will you wear it? Let me take you into town tomorrow and buy you the biggest breakfast the diner has, and let everyone see?”

Tears, happy and relieved, filled my eyes. “Yes.”

He took the ring and slid it onto my finger. It fit perfectly, a cool, smooth circle of promise. I held my hand up, the pearl catching the faint light.

“It’s beautiful,” I whispered.

“It’s you,” he said. “A little piece of the sea, resilient, formed under pressure. Perfect.”

He kissed me then, under the endless sky, with the tide whispering secrets against the pilings. The future, wide and uncertain and glorious, stretched out before us like the dark, welcoming water. We were anchored. We were home. ## Chapter 25 — The Deep and Shining Water

We didn’t go to the diner in the morning.

We woke with the dawn, a gray, pearly light seeping through the bedroom window. Jonah was already awake, his arm a heavy, warm weight across my stomach. I turned my head on the pillow to find him watching me, his eyes the color of the sea under a clouded sky.

“Morning,” he said, his voice rough with sleep.

“Morning.” I wiggled my fingers, the pearl ring cool against my skin, a new, permanent fact. A thrill, quiet and profound, went through me. His.

He saw me looking at it. He lifted my hand and pressed his lips to my knuckles, just above the pearl. “Changed my mind about the diner.”

“Oh?”

“I want you to myself today. Just us. Before we give you back to the world.”

He rolled onto his side, propping his head on his hand. The blanket slid down to his waist, revealing the hard plane of his chest, the faded scars from oyster knives and wire, the dusting of sandy hair. My gaze traced the familiar geography of him. After all this time, after the storm and the rebuilding and the confession to my family, the sight of him still stole my breath.

“What does ‘to myself’ entail?” I asked, my own voice gone soft.

His thumb stroked the inside of my wrist, over the pulse point. “Everything. Starting with breakfast. Then… whatever we want. The tide’s going out. The flats will be exposed by ten.”

A specific, liquid heat pooled low in my belly. The flats. Our place. Where it had started five years ago, a frantic, wordless collision of two people who’d recognized something feral and hidden in each other. Where it had reignited this fall, with words, with deliberate, shuddering consent.

“I want that,” I said, simple and true.

He kissed me then, a slow, deep, claiming kiss that tasted of sleep and promise. When he pulled back, his eyes were dark. “Good.”

We made a lazy breakfast of eggs and toast, eating at the kitchen table in a pool of weak sunlight. We talked about nothing of consequence—the repair schedule for the south pens, the possibility of getting a dog, the way the pearl in my ring seemed to hold its own light. It was ordinary. It was everything.

After we washed up, we walked down to the dock. The air was crisp, smelling of salt and damp earth. The tide was indeed retreating, revealing the wide, gleaming expanse of the mudflats, bisected by silvery runnels of water. The world felt hushed, holding its breath.

Jonah shouldered a small pack with a blanket and a water bottle. He took my hand, his calloused fingers threading through mine, and we stepped off the end of the dock onto the firm, wet sand. We walked in silence, the only sounds the distant cry of gulls and the soft suck of our footsteps. The vast, open sky pressed down on us, a dome of soft gray.

He led us to a slight rise, a sheltered bowl of sand surrounded by taller grass. It was private, hidden from the house and the dock. He spread the blanket.

We stood facing each other. The wind lifted my hair, cool on my cheeks. Jonah reached out and tucked a strand behind my ear, his touch lingering.

“I’ve been thinking,” he said, his quiet voice barely a ripple in the wide quiet. “About that first time out here. How I didn’t ask. I just… took. And you let me.”

“I wanted you to,” I whispered.

“I know. But it’s different now.” He cupped my face. “Now I get to ask. And you get to tell me. Every time.” He took a breath. “Tell me what you want, Mira. Right now.”

I leaned into his touch. The confession rose in me, no longer shrouded in shame or the fear of being too much. It was just a truth, as much a part of me as my freckles or my PhD.

“I want you,” I said, holding his gaze. “I want your hands on me. I want your mouth. I want you inside me. And I want… I want that mark. I want to feel you claim me, here, in the open air. I want to be so full of you there’s no space for any doubt, for any past, for anything but this.”

A shudder went through him. His eyes flared with a heat that burned through the morning chill. “Yeah,” he breathed. “That. All of that.”

He kissed me again, harder this time, a prelude. His hands went to the hem of my sweater, and I lifted my arms, letting him pull it over my head. The cool air pebbled my skin. He made a low, appreciative sound as he looked at me, standing there in just my jeans and bra. He bent his head, his mouth finding the slope of my shoulder, kissing, then biting down gently. A bright spark of pleasure-pain made me gasp.

“My turn,” I murmured, and pushed his flannel shirt off his shoulders. It fell to the blanket. I ran my palms over the warm, solid muscles of his chest, down the taut plane of his stomach. I popped the button of his jeans, dragged the zipper down. He kicked out of his boots, shoved his jeans and boxers down in one rough movement, stepping free.

He stood naked before me in the diffuse light, utterly unselfconscious. He was fully erect, his cock standing thick and ready against his belly. I looked my fill, the hunger a sharp, sweet ache between my own legs.

“You’re staring, Doctor Vance,” he said, a faint smile touching his lips.

“I’m conducting field observations,” I replied, reaching out to wrap my fingers around him. He was hot, velvety steel in my hand. He hissed in a breath, his hips jerking slightly. “Subject appears… responsive.”

He growled, closing the distance between us. His hands made quick work of my jeans, pushing them and my underwear down my legs. I stepped out of them, and then it was just skin against skin, the cool air and the heat of him surrounding me. He laid me back on the blanket, the wool rough against my bare shoulders and back.

He came down over me, bracing himself on his elbows, and just looked. His gaze was a physical touch, roaming over my face, my breasts, my stomach, my parted thighs.

“Perfect,” he said, and it wasn’t a line. It was a conclusion.

He lowered his head and took my nipple into his mouth, sucking deeply, his tongue flicking the tight peak. I arched off the blanket, a moan ripped from my throat. He lavished attention on one breast, then the other, his hand kneading the soft flesh, while his other hand slid down my belly, through my curls, to find my pussy.

I was already wet, slick and eager for him. He stroked me, a slow, teasing pass of his fingers through my folds. “So ready,” he murmured against my breast.

“Jonah, please.”

He shifted, settling between my thighs. The broad head of his cock nudged at my entrance. He held himself there, not pushing, just letting me feel the insistent pressure. He looked into my eyes.

“This,” he said. “Tell me you want this.”

“I want you inside me. Now.”

He pushed in, a slow, inexorable glide that stretched me, filled me utterly. We both groaned, a ragged, synchronized sound lost to the wind. He buried himself to the hilt, his pelvis pressed tight against mine. He stilled, letting me adjust, letting us both feel the profound, shocking rightness of the connection.

Then he began to move.

It was not frantic, like the first time. It was deep, measured, relentless strokes that drove the breath from my lungs. Each withdrawal was a sweet agony, each thrust a homecoming. He braced himself on one arm, the other hand slipping between our bodies to find my clit.

“Look at me,” he commanded, his voice guttural.

I forced my eyes open, locked on his. The intensity there was staggering—love, lust, possession, vulnerability, all laid bare. His thumb circled my clit in time with his thrusts, building a coiling tension low in my belly. The sensations multiplied, overlapped: the delicious friction inside me, the clever pressure on my clit, the scratch of the wool blanket, the smell of salt and sex and Jonah.

“I’m close,” I warned, my voice breaking on the words.

“Let go. I’ve got you.”

His pace increased, his thrusts becoming harder, deeper. The world narrowed to the place where our bodies joined, to the look in his eyes. The coil snapped.

My climax tore through me, a silent, blinding wave of pleasure that clenched around him, milking his cock in rhythmic pulses. I cried out, a raw sound that was swallowed by the vast sky. He kept moving, riding me through it, his own control fraying.

“Mira,” he gasped, his rhythm stuttering. “I need… I want to…”

I knew what he was asking. In the haze of my own aftershocks, I nodded, frantic. “Yes. Do it. Mark me. I want to feel it.”

With a final, driving thrust, he buried himself as deep as he could go and came. I felt the hot, pulsing rush of him inside me, and a second, smaller climax shimmered through me at the sensation. He collapsed on top of me, his weight a welcome anchor, his face buried in my neck. We lay there, panting, tangled, spent.

After a long moment, he rolled to the side, taking me with him, keeping me close. His hand splayed possessively on my stomach. We were both slick with sweat, our skin cooling in the open air. The profound intimacy of it—the smell of our sex, the stickiness between my thighs—was more binding than any ring.

We dozed, wrapped in each other and the blanket, as the sun climbed higher, burning through the clouds. When I stirred, Jonah was awake, tracing idle patterns on my hip.

“The tide’s turned,” he said, nodding toward the flats. The silvery runnels were filling, the water creeping back in.

I shifted, wincing slightly at the pleasant ache between my legs. I felt the evidence of him, a tender, secret warmth. He saw my movement and his eyes darkened.

“You okay?”

“More than okay.” I kissed his shoulder. “I feel… real.”

He understood. He always did. He sat up, then stood, offering me his hand. “C’mon. One more thing.”

He led me down to the very edge of the water, where it lapped gently at the sand. The ocean was calm, a muted gray-blue. He turned to face me, his expression solemn.

“Five years ago, I did this because I didn’t have the words,” he said. “Because I was afraid of what it meant to want it. Now I have the words. And I’m not afraid.”

He went to his knees in the shallow water. The cold must have been a shock, but he didn’t flinch. He looked up at me, the water swirling around his thighs. “This is me, Mira. This is how I love. It’s messy, and it’s primal, and it’s about trust so deep it terrifies me. I want to give you this. Will you let me?”

My heart hammered against my ribs. This was the core of it, the thing we’d circled for months. Not just the act, but the offering. The vulnerability.

I joined him in the water, the cold a sharp bite that quickly faded to numbness. I knelt facing him, the water up to our waists. I took his face in my hands. “Yes. But it’s mine to give, too. It’s us.”

Relief and fierce joy flashed across his face. He leaned in and kissed me, salt and skin. Then he guided me to turn, to kneel with my back to his chest. He wrapped his arms around me, his hands spread over my lower belly. I leaned back against him, my head on his shoulder, utterly exposed to the sky and the sea.

“I love you,” he whispered in my ear, his voice thick. “Every part of you. Every want. Every secret.”

His hands slid lower. He held me open. I closed my eyes, giving myself over to sensation. The sound of his breath, ragged in my ear. The smell of the ocean. The cold water on my skin and the heat of his body at my back.

I felt the first hot splash on the inside of my thigh, a startling contrast to the chill of the ocean. It was a claim, a brand. He was marking me, not with pain, but with this most intimate of offerings. It was a surrender from us both—him in the giving, me in the receiving. Another stream followed, painting my skin, a warm, possessive trickle that mixed with the salt water swirling around us. It was animal and tender, degrading to anyone who didn’t understand, and the purest form of devotion to those who did. To us.

A deep, trembling sigh left my body. I felt owned, and in owning me, he had given himself over completely. The circle was closed.

When he was done, he held me tightly, his face pressed into my hair. We stayed like that as the tide rose, the water creeping up to our chests.

“We should go in,” he said finally, his lips against my temple.

“In a minute.”

We washed off in the cool, clean seawater, the marks disappearing but the feeling lingering, a tattoo on my soul. We walked back to the blanket, shivering, and dried each other with the soft underside of the wool, rubbing warmth back into each other’s limbs. We dressed in silence, our movements slow, synchronized.

Hand in hand, we walked back across the now-submerged flats, the water ankle-deep, then knee-deep. We climbed onto the dock, dripping. The house waited, solid and real.

Inside, he drew a hot bath in the big, clawfoot tub. We sank into the steamy water together, limbs entwined. He soaped my back, my arms, washing away the salt and the sand with a tenderness that made my throat tight. I did the same for him, tracing the scars I now knew by heart.

After, wrapped in thick robes, we made tea and sat on the couch in front of the woodstove he’d lit. The day had faded into a soft, golden afternoon. I curled into his side, my ring glinting in the firelight.

“The diner tomorrow?” I asked.

“The diner tomorrow,” he confirmed, kissing the top of my head. “Let them all see. Let them know you’re mine.”

“And you’re mine.”

“Yeah,” he said, a simple, profound agreement. “I am.”

That night, in bed, he made love to me again. This time it was slow, sweet, almost reverent. He kissed every freckle across my nose, murmured love into the hollows of my throat, moved inside me with a rhythm that felt like a heartbeat. When we came, it was together, a quiet, shimmering convergence that left us breathless and tear-streaked.

After, in the dark, he said, “I used to lie here and imagine you. After that weekend. I’d imagine you walking back down the dock. I’d imagine what I’d say. I never got it right.”

“What would you say now?” I whispered.

He was silent for a long time. “I’d say… the water’s deep here, Mira. And cold. And sometimes it tries to pull you under. But it’s also where the best things grow. The strongest things. It’s home. Stay in the deep water with me.”

I turned in his arms, finding his lips in the darkness. “I’m not going anywhere. I’m already in the deep water, Jonah. I’m already home.”

We slept, tangled together, as the first autumn rain began to patter softly on the roof. It was a promise of storms to come, of seasons changing. But the house was sound. The pilings were driven deep. We were anchored.

We were home. ## Chapter 26 — Claimed

The rain continued into the morning, a steady, gentle percussion on the tin roof. I woke with Jonah’s arm slung heavy over my waist, his breath warm against the back of my neck. The room was dim, the gray light of a stormy dawn seeping through the windows. I could smell coffee. He must have gotten up, made it, and come back to bed. The thought was a warm stone in my chest.

I shifted, and his arm tightened.

“Morning,” he murmured, his voice thick with sleep.

“Morning.”

He nuzzled into my hair. “Diner’s in an hour.”

“Mmm.” I stretched, feeling the pleasant ache in my muscles, the ghost of his touch from the night before. “We could stay here.”

“We could.” He kissed my shoulder. “But I want that booth by the window. I want to watch you eat a short stack and talk to Mrs. Hendrix about the storm. I want everyone to see the ring on your hand and know they can stop asking me when I’m gonna smarten up and find a nice girl.”

I laughed, rolling over to face him. His eyes were soft, crinkled at the corners. “I’m not that nice.”

“You are,” he said, serious now. “You’re the nicest thing that’s ever happened to me. And the least nice. In the best way.”

He kissed me, slow and deep, tasting of sleep and promise. It was a kiss that could easily lead us back down into the warmth of the covers, into the slow, sleepy sex we’d perfected over the past weeks. But he pulled back, patting my hip. “Up. I’m starving.”

We dressed in the quiet house. Jeans, sweaters against the damp chill. I looked at the ring on my finger as I pulled my sweater on, the diamond catching even the muted light. It felt both strange and perfectly, irrevocably right.

The drive into town was a wash of gray and green. Rain slicked the road, and the trees bowed under the weight of water. Jonah drove one-handed, his other hand resting on my thigh, a simple, steady point of contact. The diner’s neon sign, The Salt Spray, glowed like a beacon in the gloom.

As we walked from the truck, huddled under his oversized coat, I felt a flutter of nerves. It wasn’t about him. It was about this town, these people, and the story they’d tell themselves about Mira Vance coming home with a ring from Jonah Riley. The story we were giving them.

The bell over the door jingled, and a wave of warm, greasy air hit us, along with the familiar scent of frying bacon and strong coffee. The diner was about half-full—fishermen in early, a few families, old Mr. Peterson in his usual corner with the newspaper. A hush didn’t fall, exactly, but a subtle shift occurred. Conversations dipped, heads turned, eyes flicked to us, then away, then back.

Jonah’s hand found the small of my back, guiding me toward the booth by the window. It was his booth. Had been for years, I realized. We slid in, and he left his arm along the back of the seat, his fingers brushing my shoulder.

Darla, the waitress who’d been here since I was in pigtails, approached with two mugs and a pot of coffee. Her eyes went straight to my left hand, which was resting on the Formica table. A wide smile broke across her face.

“Well, look what the tide washed in,” she said, filling Jonah’s mug. “Heard you were back, Mira. Didn’t hear this part.” She nodded at my hand.

“Just happened last night, Darla,” Jonah said, his voice easy.

“About damn time,” she said, pouring my coffee. “The whole town’s been watching you two circle each other like confused crabs for months. My bet was on Christmas. Earl over there had his money on Thanksgiving.” She winked. “Usual for you, Jonah? And for the future Mrs. Riley?”

The name, in this context, in this place, sent a jolt through me. Mrs. Riley. I nodded, unable to speak for a second.

“Two short stacks, extra bacon, eggs over easy,” Jonah said, answering for me.

“Comin’ right up.” Darla bustled off, and I could see her already whispering to Gary at the grill.

I looked out the window at the rain-streaked street. “They all had bets?”

“Small town,” Jonah said, taking a sip of coffee. “Needs something to talk about other than the weather and the crab catch.”

Mrs. Hendrix, from the next booth, leaned over. “Jonah, honey, is it true? You finally made an honest woman out of her?”

Jonah’s fingers tightened on my shoulder. “Mira’s always been honest, Mrs. Hendrix. But yes, we’re engaged.”

“Your mother would be over the moon,” she said to me, her eyes misty. “Just over the moon.”

The well-meaning words were a tiny dagger, sweet and sharp. “Thank you,” I managed.

The food came, and we ate, and people came by. Some offered direct congratulations. Others just nodded, their eyes saying everything. It was a rite of passage, a claiming witnessed by the community. By the time we were finishing our coffee, the initial buzz had settled into a comfortable hum. We were now a unit in their landscape. Jonah-and-Mira. The oyster farmers at the end of the dock.

We drove back to the farm under a slightly lighter sky. The rain had softened to a mist. As we turned down the long, muddy track to the dock house, Jonah was quiet.

“You okay?” I asked.

He parked and turned off the engine, but didn’t move to get out. He looked at the house, then at me. “That was the easy part.”

“The diner?”

“The announcement. The public part. This…” He gestured between us. “This is the deep water. And I want to be in it with you. All of it. Today.”

My pulse picked up. I knew what he meant. Since that first explicit, trembling reconnection in chapter thirteen, we’d explored our dynamic in fragments. Nights of intense, whispered need, followed by tender aftercare. But there was a layer we hadn’t revisited fully. The marking. The mutual surrender that had defined our weekend five years ago and had simmered beneath every touch since. The storm had passed, the farm was secure, our future was declared. There were no more obstacles. Just us.

“I want that too,” I said, my voice barely above a whisper.

He nodded, a serious, intent look in his eyes. He got out and came around to open my door, taking my hand. We walked down the dock, the wood dark and slippery with rain. The house waited, solid and sure.

Inside, he didn’t turn on the lights. The gray daylight was enough. He took my coat, hung it up, then stood before me, his hands coming up to frame my face. He kissed me, not with the sleepy softness of the morning, but with a focused, deepening hunger. It was a kiss that stripped away the diner, the town, the ring. It was a kiss that took us back to the core of what we were together.

“I need to hear you say it,” he said against my lips, his breath hot. “I need the words, Mira. All of them.”

I knew what he was asking. The explicit contract. The one we’d forged in chapter thirteen, but had yet to fully execute in the clear, unafraid light of our new permanence.

I pulled back just enough to look into his storm-cloud eyes. “You want to mark me. You want to claim me, in the way that’s just ours. And I want you to. I want to feel you on me, in every way. I want to taste you. I want you to taste me. I want to be so full of you there’s no space for anything else.” My voice was steady, sure. “I consent, Jonah. To everything. I give it to you.”

A shudder went through him. He closed his eyes for a second, as if absorbing the words. When he opened them, the quiet control he always carried was there, but it was heated, vibrant. “Okay,” he said, simple and profound. “Go into the bedroom. Take off your clothes. Get on the bed on your knees. Face the window. Wait for me.”

The direct command, spoken in his low, rough voice, went straight to my core, a liquid heat pooling between my legs. I didn’t hesitate. I turned and walked down the short hallway to the bedroom. The air was cool. I could hear him moving in the kitchen, the sound of water running.

I did as I was told. I peeled off my sweater, my jeans, my underwear. The chill raised goosebumps on my skin. I climbed onto the big bed, the worn quilt soft under my knees. I faced the window that looked out over the cove, the water gray and choppy. I put my hands on my thighs, straightened my back, and waited.

The waiting was part of it. The anticipation was a physical ache. I heard his footsteps, slow and deliberate, coming down the hall. He stopped in the doorway. I didn’t turn. I kept my eyes on the rain-dotted glass, on my own faint reflection—a pale, kneeling form.

I heard the soft rustle of his clothes. Then he was on the bed behind me, naked, his body radiating heat. He didn’t touch me immediately. His presence was a weight, a charge in the air. I could smell the clean, faintly salty scent of his skin.

His hands finally landed on my hips, big and warm. He leaned in, his lips brushing the shell of my ear. “You are so beautiful like this. Mine. Waiting for me.”

His words were a brand. He kissed down the side of my neck, over my shoulder, his mouth hot and insistent. One hand slid around to my stomach, pulling me back against him. I could feel his cock, hard and thick, pressing against the small of my back. A whimper escaped my throat.

“Shhh,” he murmured, his other hand coming up to cup my breast, his thumb circling my nipple, teasing it into a tight peak. “I’m going to take my time. This isn’t just about getting off. This is about remembering. About making it permanent.”

He continued his exploration, his mouth and hands mapping my body with a possessive thoroughness. He kissed every vertebra in my spine. He nipped at the curve of my waist. He palmed the swell of my ass, squeezing, kneading. I was trembling, my breath coming in short gasps. The need was a live wire inside me.

“Jonah, please,” I breathed.

“Please what?”

“Touch me. I’m so wet for you.”

His hand slid down from my stomach, through the slick curls, and found my pussy. He groaned into my shoulder. “Christ, Mira.” He parted my folds with two fingers, stroking through the wetness, circling my clit without quite giving pressure. The tease was exquisite torture.

“You remember what you asked for?” he said, his voice a low rumble against my back. “What you begged for that last night, five years ago?”

“Yes.” The memory was vivid, a flash of heat and shame and desperate want transformed into power.

“Say it.”

“I asked you to piss on me.” The words were crude, stark in the quiet room. But they were our words. “I wanted you to mark me. I wanted to be yours in a way no one else would ever see or understand.”

“And what did I do?”

“You did it. And then… then I asked you to let me do it to you.”

He pushed a finger inside me, slowly, and I cried out, pushing back against his hand. “And I did,” he said. “Because it was you. Only you.” He added a second finger, stretching me, his thumb finding my clit and applying perfect, firm circles. “That’s what we’re doing today. We’re claiming each other. All the way. No shadows left.”

He worked me with his fingers, his pace relentless, driving me higher. My head fell back against his shoulder. “I’m close, Jonah, I’m so close.”

“Not yet,” he said, but his voice was strained. He withdrew his fingers, bringing them to my lips. “Taste.”

I opened my mouth, took his fingers in, sucked my own essence from them. The taste was musky, sweet, uniquely mine. He watched me, his eyes dark with feral heat.

Then he moved. He guided me down so I was on my hands and knees. He positioned himself behind me, his hands gripping my hips. The broad head of his cock nudged at my entrance. He paused, his control a palpable force in the room.

“Look at the window,” he commanded. “Watch yourself. Watch me take you.”

I forced my eyes open, to my blurred reflection. I saw the curve of my back, the pale globes of my ass, and behind me, the powerful lines of his body, the tension in his arms as he held himself back.

Then he pushed in. One slow, devastating inch, then another, filling me completely, stretching me in that perfect, familiar burn. A guttural moan was torn from both of us.

“God, you’re tight,” he gritted out. “You feel like heaven.”

He began to move, pulling out almost all the way before surging back in. It was a claiming in its purest form. Each thrust was deliberate, deep, punctuated by the slick sound of our joining and our ragged breaths. He set a rhythm that was both punishing and worshipful. One hand stayed on my hip, the other fisted in my hair, not pulling, just holding, connecting.

“You’re mine,” he chanted, his voice breaking. “Mine. This pussy is mine. This heart is mine. This life is mine.”

“Yours,” I sobbed, the pleasure coiling impossibly tight. “All yours. Jonah, please, I need…”

“I know what you need.” He drove into me harder, faster, his balls slapping against me. The room faded away. There was only the sensation of him, the sight of our connected bodies in the window, the sound of our skin meeting, the smell of sex and sweat and rain. The pressure broke, and my orgasm ripped through me, a silent, seismic shock that clenched around him, milking his cock.

He shouted my name, his thrusts becoming erratic, and then he was coming too, pouring himself into me with a deep, shuddering groan, collapsing over my back, his forehead pressed between my shoulder blades.

We stayed like that, joined, panting, for long minutes. The world slowly seeped back in. The patter of rain. The distant cry of a gull.

Gently, he pulled out and guided me to lie on my side, facing him. He gathered me close, kissing my forehead, my eyelids, my swollen lips. His hand smoothed over my hip, my thigh. This was the aftercare. The reconnection. The silent I have you.

After a while, he propped himself up on an elbow. His expression was serene, but there was a new intensity in his gaze. “The other part,” he said softly. “Now. While we’re here. While we’re clean.”

My body, still humming from the orgasm, sparked anew with a different kind of anticipation. This was the ultimate vulnerability, the ultimate trust. The thing that had haunted and bound us.

I nodded. “Yes.”

He got out of bed and held out his hand. I took it, and he led me, naked, into the bathroom. It was warm; he must have turned the heat lamp on earlier. The tiles were smooth under my feet. He stood me in the middle of the room, facing him.

“We do this together,” he said. “It’s not me doing something to you. It’s us. Giving each other this.”

“I know.”

He reached out and traced my collarbone, then down between my breasts, over my stomach. “Where?”

I thought of the first time. The shame, the thrill. This time, there was no shame. Only a profound, almost spiritual intimacy. “My stomach. And my chest. I want to feel it on my skin. Hot.”

A slow smile touched his lips. “Okay.” He took a step closer. His cock was half-hard again, stirred by the intimacy of what we were about to do. “You first,” he whispered. “Mark me.”

My heart hammered against my ribs. I knelt before him on the soft bath mat. I looked up at him, at the man who had waited for me, who had built a home hoping I’d return, who was giving me every broken and beautiful piece of himself. I leaned forward and took his cock in my hand, guiding it. I pressed my lips to the head, then lower, to the base. I breathed him in—the scent of sex, of us, of salt and man.

Then I looked into his eyes. “I’m going to.”

His hand came to rest on my head, not forcing, just present. “I’m yours, Mira. Do it.”

I focused. I let go of the last mental barrier, the last whisper of this is wrong. It wasn’t wrong. It was us. I relaxed my bladder. The stream was warm, startling against my tongue at first. I closed my eyes, not in rejection, but in acceptance. The taste was salty, musky, uniquely him. It was the most intimate act I could imagine. I moved slightly, painting his cock, his balls, his thighs with the warm liquid, claiming him in this primal, undeniable way. A deep, guttural groan came from above me, and his fingers tightened in my hair.

When I was finished, I released him, swallowing. I stayed on my knees, looking up. His face was a mask of awed reverence.

“Your turn,” he said, his voice hoarse. He pulled me to my feet and turned me gently, so my back was to his front. He wrapped his arms around me, his hands splayed over my stomach. He nuzzled my neck. “Are you ready?”

“Yes.” I leaned back against him, completely pliant.

He held me tighter. “I love you,” he whispered, and then I felt it. The hot stream hit my lower belly, a shocking, beautiful warmth. It cascaded over my skin, trickling down through my pubic hair, onto my thighs. It was a sensation beyond sex—a baptism, a branding. He moved, anointing my stomach, my chest, the undersides of my breasts. The warmth was everywhere, a liquid blanket of his possession. I let my head fall back against his shoulder, a soft, continuous moan escaping my lips. I was floating, utterly claimed, utterly safe.

When he finished, we stood there, skin to skin, marked and messy. The smell was earthy, intimate, ours.

Without a word, he turned on the shower. He adjusted the temperature, then led me under the spray. The warm water washed over us, cleansing, but not erasing. The mark was inside now. He took a soft cloth and soap and washed me with infinite tenderness, starting with my hair, moving over my shoulders, my breasts, between my legs. He paid homage to every inch of my body. I did the same for him, my hands trembling not from fear, but from an overflow of emotion.

We dried each other with thick, clean towels. He wrapped me in a robe and led me back to the bed. He pulled back the covers—the quilt we’d made love on was damp, so he fetched a fresh one from the closet. He made the bed, then drew me down into it, tucking me against him.

We lay in silence for a long time, listening to the rain ease. The room was warm, our skin clean and cool.

“No more shadows,” I said finally, my voice small in the quiet.

He kissed my temple. “No more shadows. Just the deep water. And us in it.”

I drifted to sleep, his arms around me, the taste of him still on my lips, the feeling of his claim like a warm, permanent tattoo on my skin. We were anchored. We were home. And we were, finally, completely, each other’s. ## Chapter 27 — The Deep Water

I woke to the sound of rain again, a steady, gentle percussion on the roof. The room was pearl-gray with dawn, the light thin and diffuse. I was still curled into Jonah, his arm heavy and solid across my ribs, his chest a warm wall against my back. Our legs were tangled. I could feel the even, deep rhythm of his breathing.

No more shadows.

The words hung in the quiet space of my mind, clear and true. The frantic, clawing fear that had lived in my gut for weeks—the fear of being seen, of my deepest, most secret wants being a mistake—was gone. In its place was a profound and quiet certainty. It felt less like a new emotion and more like a homecoming, like recognizing a landscape I’d been trying to remember my whole life.

I shifted slightly, and his arm tightened, a subconscious reflex. I smiled into the pillow. This was ours. This bed, this room, this ramshackle house at the end of the dock. He had bought the farm, kept it alive, kept me alive in the ghost of this place, all for the chance to ask me to come back to him. To ask me to let him do what he’d done last night. And I had.

I stretched, my body humming with a pleasant, deep-set ache. The memory of his hands on me, the heat of his release painting my skin, the utter vulnerability and the absolute safety of it—it sent a fresh, liquid warmth pooling low in my belly. My pussy clenched, empty and remembering.

Jonah stirred behind me. His breathing changed, the slow, sleeping rhythm sharpening into awareness. His lips brushed the nape of my neck, a whisper of a touch.

“Morning,” he murmured, his voice rough with sleep.

“Morning.”

He shifted, turning me gently onto my back so he could look at me. His sandy hair was a mess, his eyes soft and sleepy. He studied my face, his gaze tracing my features like he was memorizing them in this new light.

“You’re here,” he said. It wasn’t a question. It was a statement of wonder.

“I’m here.”

He leaned down and kissed me. It was a slow, tender kiss, morning breath and all, full of a simple, overwhelming affection. It tasted like us, like sleep and skin and the faint, clean scent of the soap from last night’s shower. I wrapped my arms around his neck, pulling him closer, and he settled his weight over me, a comfortable, familiar pressure.

The kiss deepened. Tenderness sparked into heat. His hand slid from my waist to my breast, his thumb brushing over my nipple. It peaked instantly, a sharp point of sensation. I arched into his touch, a soft sigh escaping into his mouth.

He broke the kiss, resting his forehead against mine. “I need to check the lines. Storm last night might’ve pulled some floats loose.”

I trailed my fingers down the hard plane of his back. “Now?”

He gave a low, husky laugh. “No. Not now.” He kissed me again, more urgently this time. “Later.”

His mouth moved from my lips to my jaw, then down the column of my throat. He nudged the collar of the robe aside, exposing my shoulder. He didn’t kiss it. He just looked at the skin there, where last night’s mark had been washed away. His expression was solemn, possessive.

“It’s still there,” I whispered.

His eyes met mine, a question in them.

“I can feel it. Inside. Where it counts.”

A muscle in his jaw twitched. He lowered his head and pressed an open-mouthed kiss to the spot, sucking gently, leaving a faint pink brand in its place. A placeholder. A promise.

My hands slid down to his hips, then around to cup the firm swell of his ass. He was already hard, his cock a thick, hot length against my thigh through the soft fabric of his boxers and my robe. I rocked my hips up, grinding against him, seeking friction.

“Mira,” he groaned, his voice strained.

“I want you,” I said, the words blunt and clear. “I want your cock in my pussy. I want to come with you inside me. Just like that. Simple and deep.”

He shuddered, a full-body tremor. “Fuck. Okay. Yes.”

He pushed himself up, kneeling between my legs. His hands went to the tie of my robe. He pulled it loose, the fabric falling open. The cool morning air washed over my skin, raising goosebumps. His gaze was a physical caress, hot and heavy, as it traveled from my face, down my throat, over my breasts, my stomach, to the thatch of brown hair between my legs.

“You’re so beautiful,” he said, the words reverent. “Every time. It hits me new every time.”

He shucked his boxers, his cock springing free, thick and flushed, the head already glistening. He was magnificent. All weathered, working strength and quiet, focused desire. My mouth watered.

He leaned over me, bracing himself on one arm, and used his other hand to guide himself to my entrance. The blunt head nudged against me, spreading my folds. I was wet, ready, my body opening for him eagerly.

“Look at me,” he commanded softly.

I dragged my gaze from where we were about to join, up the taut muscles of his abdomen and chest, to meet his eyes. They were dark, intense, full of a love so fierce it stole my breath.

He pushed in.

It was a slow, inexorable slide, a perfect, stretching fullness. I gasped, my head falling back against the pillow. He filled me completely, burying himself to the hilt, and stopped, letting us both adjust to the sensation of being connected in the clear light of day, with no ghosts between us.

“God,” he breathed, his eyes squeezing shut for a second. “You feel… you feel like home.”

He began to move.

It wasn’t the frantic, desperate pace of last night against the wall. This was deep, rolling waves. Long, slow strokes that dragged his cock almost all the way out before pushing back in, hitting a spot inside me that made stars burst behind my eyelids. The sound of our joining was obscene and beautiful in the quiet room—wet, rhythmic, the creak of the bed, our ragged breaths.

I wrapped my legs around his waist, locking my ankles at the small of his back, pulling him deeper. He groaned, his rhythm faltering for a beat before finding a new, harder cadence.

“Touch yourself,” he said, his voice gritted. “Let me watch you come.”

I didn’t hesitate. My hand slid down my stomach, through my damp curls, and found my clit. It was swollen, hypersensitive. The moment my fingers made contact, a jolt of pure electricity shot through me. I cried out, my hips bucking against his.

“Yeah,” he encouraged, his thrusts becoming more deliberate, pounding into the spot my own touch was lighting up. “Just like that. Show me.”

I circled my clit, the pressure perfect, the friction divine. My world narrowed to the points of sensation: the hard, thick slide of him inside me, the insistent, building pressure of my fingers, the sight of his face above me, strained with pleasure, his eyes locked on my hand.

“Jonah… I’m close…”

“Come for me, sweetheart. Let go.”

His words were the final key. The coil in my belly snapped. Pleasure detonated, a white-hot cascade that started deep in my core and radiated outwards in shuddering waves. My pussy clenched around his cock in rhythmic pulses, milking him, and I screamed his name, my back arching off the bed.

My climax triggered his. With a ragged shout, he drove into me one last, deep time and held, his body going rigid above me. I felt the hot, liquid pulse of his release inside me, filling me, and the intimacy of it—unmarked but no less profound—brought a fresh, softer wave of pleasure trembling through my spent body.

He collapsed onto me, his weight a welcome anchor, his face buried in the crook of my neck. We lay there, panting, sweaty, joined, as the tremors subsided. The rain pattered softly on the roof.

After a long while, he softened and slipped out of me. He rolled to his side, taking me with him, tucking me back against his chest. His hand splayed possessively over my stomach.

We didn’t speak. We just breathed together, listening to the rain ease into a drizzle.

Finally, he kissed my shoulder. “I really do have to check the lines.”

“I know. I’ll come with you.”

He tightened his arm around me. “You don’t have to.”

“I want to.” I turned in his arms to face him. “I want to see the farm. Our farm. In the daylight, after the storm.”

Our farm. The words hung between us. He searched my face, and whatever he saw there made his eyes go soft.

“Okay,” he said simply.

We got up. We washed quickly at the sink, sharing a toothbrush, smiling at each other in the small, steamy mirror. We dressed in quiet companionship—him in his standard uniform of worn jeans and a faded thermal shirt, me in a pair of his sweatpants, rolled at the ankles, and one of his flannels. I found thick wool socks in a drawer. We were a study in belonging.

The world outside was washed clean and sparkling. The storm had blown through, leaving behind a sky the color of a faded bruise, tinged with pink at the eastern horizon. The air was cold and sharp, smelling of salt, wet wood, and damp earth. The dock planks were dark and slick underfoot.

He took my hand as we walked out to the work shed. His grip was firm, his calluses familiar against my palm. It was a simple gesture, but it felt more significant than anything that had happened in the bedroom. This was the daylight truth of us.

In the shed, he pulled on his chest waders and a heavy waterproof coat. He handed me a spare set of oilskins. “Might be a bit big.”

I struggled into them, the rubberized fabric stiff and cold. He watched, a small smile playing on his lips, as I pushed the sleeves up my arms. He came over and zipped the front for me, his knuckles brushing my chin.

We loaded gear into the flat-bottomed work skiff: a bucket of spare floats, a knife, a coil of rope. The boat rocked gently in its slip. He climbed in first, then held out a hand to steady me as I stepped down. His touch was sure, professional, but his thumb stroked the inside of my wrist before he let go.

He started the outboard, a low rumble that shattered the morning quiet. We pulled away from the dock, the boat cutting a smooth V through the calm, gunmetal water of the cove. The shore receded, the house looking small and brave at the end of the long dock.

He steered us out towards the lease lines. The bay was wider here, exposed. The water had a chop to it, leftover energy from the night’s storm. Cold spray kicked up, stinging my cheeks. I tipped my face into it, feeling alive, exhilarated.

He cut the engine to a idle as we approached the first line of floats. They were black plastic buoys, strung on a long line between stakes driven into the bay floor. Oyster bags hung beneath them, invisible in the deep, dark water.

“See there,” he said, pointing. Two buoys were tangled, the line between them pulled taut and submerged. “Wind caught them, wrapped them around the stake.”

He maneuvered the boat closer. Using a boat hook, he snagged the line and pulled it up. The wet rope came up heavy, dripping. He hauled it into the boat, his shoulders and back muscles bunching under his coat with the effort. He worked with a quiet, efficient competence, his hands sure as he untangled the mess, cut away a frayed section, and spliced in a new length of rope. He retied the buoys, checked the knot, and let the line slip back into the water.

I watched him, mesmerized. This was his language. This was how he’d spoken his love for this place, and for the ghost of me, for three years. Through patient, physical labor. Through showing up every day and doing the work.

He felt my gaze and looked up, a question in his eyes.

“I’m just watching you work,” I said.

A faint flush crept up his neck. He bent back to his task. We moved down the line, checking each buoy. He pointed out things to me—a cluster of mussels growing on a line that needed scraping, a buoy chewed by seals, the healthy, heavy drag of an oyster bag ready for culling.

“We’ll need to turn these next week,” he said, as if I was part of the ‘we’. As if I would be here next week.

“Show me how,” I said.

He nodded, a satisfied glint in his eye. “I will.”

We worked in companionable silence for over an hour, the cold seeping through our layers but the work keeping us warm. My hands grew stiff and red, but I didn’t care. I was learning the rhythm of the place, the pulse of the farm.

The sun broke through the clouds finally, a weak, silvery light that turned the water to hammered metal. Jonah finished securing the last buoy on the line we were checking. He straightened, rubbing the small of his back with a grimace.

“That’s the worst of it,” he said. He looked out over the bay, at the neat rows of buoys bobbing in the swell. “Storm could’ve been worse. We got lucky.”

“You prepared for it,” I said.

He glanced at me. “Had to. It’s all I’ve got.”

“Not all,” I said softly.

He held my gaze for a long moment, then looked away, a shy, almost boyish smile touching his lips. He started the engine again. “Let’s go in. I’m freezing my ass off, and you must be, too. Coffee.”

The ride back was faster, the boat skipping over the waves. Back at the dock, we tied up and unloaded the gear. My fingers were numb, clumsy with the cold. He saw me fumbling with the knot on my oilskin bib and came over.

“Here.” He batted my hands away and undid the fastenings himself. He helped me peel the stiff coat off. The cold air hit my sweaty flannel, making me shiver violently.

“Inside,” he ordered, his own teeth starting to chatter.

We stumbled into the house, a rush of cold air following us. He went immediately to the wood stove in the main room, opened the door, and fed it a few split logs from the basket beside it. The fire caught, orange flames licking hungrily at the dry wood.

“Come here,” he said, standing by the growing warmth.

I went to him. He wrapped his arms around me, rubbing my back vigorously through the flannel, generating heat through friction. We stood there, clinging to each other, shaking, until the chill began to recede, replaced by the spreading glow from the stove and from our own shared warmth.

He rested his chin on top of my head. “Coffee,” he murmured again, but he didn’t let go.

I nuzzled into his chest. “In a minute.”

We stood like that until our shivering stopped, until our breath evened out. The only sounds were the crackle of the fire and the soft sigh of the wind outside.

Finally, he kissed my hair and released me. He moved to the small kitchen area, filling the kettle, scooping coarse ground coffee into the French press. I sat on the worn sofa, pulling a quilt over my legs, watching him. The domesticity of it was a sweet, sharp ache in my chest.

He brought two steaming mugs over and handed me one. I cupped it in my hands, letting the heat seep into my bones. He sat beside me, close enough that our thighs touched.

We drank in silence for a few minutes.

“My parents called,” I said suddenly, the words coming out unbidden.

He stilled, his mug halfway to his lips. He set it down carefully on the low crate he used as a table. “When?”

“Yesterday. Before I came over.”

“What did they say?”

I stared into the dark depths of my coffee. “They got the paperwork from the lawyer. The final transfer of the property title to you. They wanted to make sure I understood it was truly gone. That there was no ‘Vance’ holding anymore.” I took a shaky breath. “My mom said she was sorry it had come to this. That maybe it was for the best. A clean break.”

“And what did you say?” His voice was low, careful.

“I said it wasn’t a break.” I looked at him. “I said it was a beginning.”

His throat worked. He reached out and took my free hand, lacing his fingers through mine. His grip was tight.

“They’ll want to visit,” I continued. “Eventually. See the place. It’ll be… complicated.”

“I can handle complicated,” he said. “As long as you’re here to handle it with me.”

“I am.” I squeezed his hand. “But Jonah… I have a life in DC. A lease. Things in storage. My job…”

The flicker of fear in his eyes was there and gone, mastered instantly. He nodded. “I know. You have to go back. To finish it. To choose it here, you have to consciously leave it there.”

He understood. He understood the weight of a conscious choice. He’d been making one, waiting for me, for five years.

“I’ll need a few weeks,” I said. “To give proper notice, pack up my apartment, tie up loose ends.”

“Take what you need.” He brought my hand to his lips and kissed my knuckles. “Just come back.”

“I will.” It was the easiest promise I’d ever made. “And when I come back… I want to work. On the farm. With you. Not just play at it. I want to learn it, for real. My PhD is in marine ecosystems. I should be able to figure out how to grow a decent oyster.”

A real smile, bright and unreserved, broke across his face. It transformed him, wiping away the usual solemnity, making him look younger. “You’ll be the most overqualified oyster farmer on the Oregon coast.”

“Good.” I smiled back, my heart so full it felt too big for my chest. “And I was thinking… the house. It’s perfect. But it’s yours. All your things. I’ll need space. For my books. My microscope.”

“We’ll build you a study,” he said immediately. “The room off the back. It gets the best light. We can insulate it, put in a proper desk. Shelves.”

The way he said ‘we’—like it was a foregone conclusion, like our future was a blueprint already laid out—made my eyes sting.

“Okay,” I whispered.

He set our mugs aside and pulled me into his lap, quilt and all. He held me, rocking us gently, his face buried in my hair.

“I love you, Mira Vance,” he said, the words muffled but clear. “I have for five years. I think I did after that first weekend. I just didn’t have the words for it then.”

Tears spilled over, hot on my cold cheeks. I turned in his arms, framing his face with my hands. “I love you, Jonah Riley. I think I’ve been trying to find my way back to you since the moment I left.”

He kissed me then, a kiss that tasted of coffee and salt and an endless, deep-water future. It was a sealing kiss, a promise and a confirmation.

When we broke apart, the fire had settled into a steady, glowing bed of coals. The afternoon was fading.

“Hungry?” he asked.

“Starving.”

He made us grilled cheese sandwiches with thick slices of cheddar on sourdough, fried in butter until they were golden and crisp. We ate them at the small table by the window, watching the water turn indigo as twilight approached.

The simplicity of it was profound. The sex had been a revelation, a reclaiming. But this—the shared work, the shared chill, the shared meal—this was the foundation. This was the life.

After we cleaned up, he stoked the fire again. The room was cozy, a warm cave against the deepening cold outside.

He came back to the sofa and looked at me, a familiar, dark heat kindling in his gaze. It was different now, though. Unhurried. We had time. We had all the time in the world.

“Come here,” he said, his voice a low rumble.

I went to him. He lay back on the sofa, pulling me on top of him so I was straddling his hips. We were both still mostly dressed. He looked up at me, his hands coming to rest on my waist.

“I want to taste you,” he said, blunt and hot. “Right here, by the fire. I want to take my time.”

A shudder of pure desire went through me. I nodded, wordless.

He helped me shimmy out of the sweatpants and my panties. He unbuttoned the flannel I wore, pushing it off my shoulders, leaving me naked from the waist up. The firelight danced over my skin, painting it in gold and shadow.

He shifted us, sliding down so his head was level with my hips. He guided me to kneel over his face. I braced my hands on the back of the sofa, looking down at him. His eyes were dark pools of intent.

“Lower yourself,” he instructed, his breath warm against my inner thigh. “Take what you need.”

I did. I lowered my pussy onto his waiting mouth.

His tongue found me immediately, a broad, wet stroke from my entrance to my clit. I cried out, my knees going weak. He gripped my hips, steadying me, and dove in.

This was worship. Slow, meticulous, devastating worship. He licked and sucked, exploring every fold, every sensitive inch. He circled my clit with the very tip of his tongue, then flattened it and lapped at me with firm, relentless strokes. He pushed his tongue inside me, fucking me with it, then returned to my clit, sucking it gently into his mouth.

The heat from the fire was nothing compared to the heat building inside me. Pleasure coiled, tight and sweet. My moans filled the quiet room, mingling with the wet, intimate sounds of his mouth on me. I looked down and saw his eyes were closed in concentration, his face devoted to his task.

“Jonah… oh, God…”

He hummed against me, the vibration shooting straight to my core. His hands slid from my hips to my ass, kneading the flesh, spreading me wider for his mouth. He was consuming me. Marking me from the inside out with his tongue.

The orgasm built slowly, a rising tide rather than a crashing wave. It gathered in my belly, in my trembling thighs, in the tight points of my nipples. He felt it, his ministrations becoming more insistent, more focused.

“That’s it,” he murmured against my soaking skin. “Let it go. Come in my mouth.”

His words, the possessive command of them, were my undoing. The tide broke. I came with a ragged sob, my body convulsing, my pussy clenching around nothing as pleasure ripped through me in long, shuddering pulses. He drank me down, his tongue gentling but not stopping, drawing out every last aftershock until I was limp and trembling, barely able to hold myself up.

He gently guided me off, laying me down on the quilt beside him on the sofa. My body was boneless, humming. He leaned over me, his face glistening with my release. He kissed me, deep and slow, letting me taste myself on his tongue.

“My turn,” I whispered against his lips.

I pushed at his shoulders until he lay back. I made quick work of his jeans and boxers, freeing his cock, which was hard and straining. I knelt between his legs on the floor, the rough wool of the rug under my knees.

I didn’t tease. I took him into my mouth in one slow, deep glide. He shouted, his hands flying to my hair, not to guide, just to hold on. I savored the weight of him on my tongue, the salty pre-come at his tip, the musk of his skin. I bobbed my head, establishing a rhythm, using my hand on the base of his shaft, my other hand cupping his heavy balls.

“Mira… fuck… your mouth…”

I looked up at him, meeting his blazing eyes as I sucked him. The visual connection, seeing the pleasure I was giving him wreck his control, made my own body clench with renewed heat. I hollowed my cheeks, sucked harder, twisted my hand.

His hips began to jerk off the couch. His breathing was ragged. “I’m gonna come… sweetheart, I’m gonna…”

I took him deeper, urging him on with a soft hum. With a guttural groan, he came, hot and bitter, flooding my mouth. I swallowed, taking every drop, my own body trembling with a secondary, sympathetic thrill. I milked him with my mouth and hand until he was spent, oversensitive, his thighs quivering.

I released him with a soft pop and rested my cheek on his thigh, catching my breath. His hand fell to my hair, stroking gently.

After a moment, he pulled me up. We rearranged ourselves on the sofa, a tangle of limbs under the quilt. The fire had burned down to embers, casting the room in a deep, rosy gloom.

We didn’t speak. We just held each other, listening to the wind and the soft hiss of the coals. Our bodies were sated, our hearts were full. The deep water we’d spoken of wasn’t just a metaphor for our desire. It was this—this quiet, anchored intimacy. This knowing. This home.

I fell asleep there, wrapped around him, knowing that tomorrow I would start the practical work of building my life here. But for tonight, there was only this warmth, this peace, and the unwavering certainty that I was, finally, exactly where I was meant to be. ## Chapter 28 — The First Morning

I woke in Jonah’s bed, not on the couch. The movement must have happened in the deep, dreamless part of the night. His arm was still around me, my back pressed to his chest, his breathing slow and even against my neck. The room was filled with the soft, gray light of a coastal dawn. Through the single window, I could see the sky was a sheet of pale silver, the water of the bay calm and glassy.

I didn’t move. I let myself feel the weight of his arm, the warmth of his skin, the faint, clean scent of him—salt and soap and sleep. This was the first morning. The morning after the decision. The morning after the deep water. My body felt loose and satisfied, a pleasant ache between my thighs from last night’s climax, a faint memory of his taste in my mouth. But more than that, my mind felt clear. The frantic, policy-wonk part of my brain that usually screamed at dawn was quiet. It was observing, cataloging: the rough texture of the quilt, the sound of a gull crying outside, the steady heartbeat against my spine.

His hand shifted on my hip, his fingers curling slightly. He was waking up.

“Morning,” he murmured, his voice thick with sleep.

“Morning.”

He nuzzled the back of my head, his lips brushing my hair. “You okay?”

“Yeah.” I turned in his arms, facing him. His eyes were half-open, the blue of them darkened in the low light. “Better than okay.”

He studied me, his gaze tracing my face. “No regrets?”

“None.” I leaned forward and kissed him, a slow, soft press of lips. It wasn’t a kiss to start anything; it was a confirmation. A seal.

When I leaned back, he smiled, a real, unguarded smile that crinkled the corners of his eyes. “I have to get up. The tide’s right for checking the lines this morning. Danny’s probably already on the dock.”

The practical world. It was waiting, but it didn’t feel like an intrusion anymore. It felt like the frame around this picture.

“I’ll come with you,” I said.

He blinked. “You don’t have to.”

“I want to.” I pushed myself up, sitting cross-legged on the bed. “I’m staying. That means I’m working. I’m not just going to lounge around your house while you run my family’s farm.”

“It’s not your family’s farm anymore,” he said gently, but without any edge.

“It’s ours,” I corrected. The word hung in the air, new and solid.

He looked at me for a long moment, then nodded. “Okay. But wear boots. The dock’s slick this early.”

We dressed in the quiet room. I pulled on the same jeans and sweater from yesterday, found my socks, and accepted the pair of worn leather work boots he pulled from a closet. They were too big, but he produced a roll of thick wool socks to pad them out. The domesticity of it—him kneeling to help me layer the socks, his hands efficient and careful—sent a warm pulse through my chest.

We made coffee in his small, tidy kitchen, drinking it standing at the counter, looking out at the bay. The silence between us was comfortable, filled with the shared task of preparing for the day. When we stepped out onto the deck, the air was crisp and cold, smelling of wet wood and seaweed. Danny, Jonah’s younger employee, was indeed on the dock, hauling a crate of gear from the shed.

“Hey boss,” Danny called, then saw me and froze for a second. “Oh. Hey, Mira.”

“Morning, Danny.”

Jonah didn’t offer any explanation for my presence, and Danny, wisely, didn’t ask. We fell into the work. Jonah and Danny handled the heavy lifting—the cages, the lines, the motorboat they used for the farther beds. I helped with the sorting, the logging, the repetitive tasks my father had taught me when I was a girl. My hands remembered the motions: testing an oyster’s weight, checking the shell for cracks, tossing the bad ones into a discard bucket.

The sun climbed, burning off the silver haze, turning the sky a clear, hard blue. The work was physical, grounding. My body, still humming with the memory of last night’s intimacy, felt the labor in a different way. The strain in my shoulders, the bend of my back, felt good. It felt real.

Around ten, Danny took the boat out to the eastern beds. Jonah and I stayed on the dock, repacking a line of cages that had been cleaned.

“You’re quiet,” Jonah said, not looking at me as he wrestled a cage onto its rack.

“I’m thinking.”

“About?”

“About how this feels.” I wiped my hands on my jeans. “It feels like I’ve been holding my breath for five years, and I finally let it out.”

He straightened, facing me. The sun was on his face, highlighting the weather lines around his eyes. “I know the feeling.”

We were alone on the long dock. The house sat at the end, a silent witness. The water lapped softly against the pilings.

The look in his eyes shifted. The practical, morning-light focus deepened into something hotter, more intent. It was the same look he’d given me last night before he’d kissed me. The look that said the deep water wasn’t just a one-time dive.

“Come inside,” he said, his voice low.

“We have work.”

“Danny’s out for an hour. The work will wait.”

He didn’t move, but his stillness was a command. My body responded instantly, a flush of heat spreading from my core to my limbs. Last night had been about re-establishing the connection, about sealing the decision. This… this was about claiming the new normal.

I nodded.

We walked back to the house, our steps measured. Inside, the coffee pot was still on the counter, the quilt from last night draped over the couch. The fire was dead, but the room was warm from the climbing sun.

He closed the door and turned to me. “Tell me what you want,” he said.

It wasn’t a question from last night, the gentle exploration. It was a direct request. A demand for my voice.

I met his gaze. “I want you. I want what we did before. I want you to… mark me. Again.”

The words were blunt, honest. They hung in the quiet kitchen.

He stepped forward, cupping my face with one rough hand. “You remember how it works?”

“Yes.”

“Say it.”

I took a breath. “I ask. You decide. I trust you.”

A slow smile touched his lips. “Good.”

He led me not to the bedroom, but to the bathroom. It was a small, functional room with a shower stall and a simple sink. He turned on the shower, letting the water warm. Steam began to rise.

“Clothes off,” he said, his own hands already going to the buttons of his shirt.

We undressed in the steaming space, the air growing thick and humid. I watched him shed his layers—the worn flannel, the thermal shirt, the jeans. His body was lean and strong, the muscles of his shoulders and arms defined by years of labor. His cock was already half-hard, rising against his thigh.

I dropped my own clothes onto the floor, feeling exposed and eager. The heat from the shower wrapped around my skin.

He stepped into the stall first, testing the water. Then he reached back for me, his hand closing around mine, pulling me in.

The water was hot, almost scalding, pouring down on us from an old, wide-head shower. It sluiced over my shoulders, my back, my face. He stood facing me, his body close but not touching mine yet. The spray hit him, streaming over his chest, his stomach.

“Turn around,” he said.

I turned, presenting my back to him. He put his hands on my shoulders, his thumbs pressing into the muscles. He began to wash me, his movements slow and thorough. His hands slid down my back, over my hips, up again. He wasn’t just cleaning me; he was mapping me. Claiming me with touch.

His fingers trailed between my thighs, brushing my pussy from behind. I gasped, my knees going weak. He supported me with one arm around my waist, his other hand continuing its exploration. He found my clit, circled it with a firm, knowing pressure. I arched against him, my head falling back against his chest.

“You’re already wet,” he murmured into my ear, the sound muffled by the water. “Not from the shower.”

“From you,” I admitted.

He turned me around again, his mouth finding mine under the spray. The kiss was deep and hungry, his tongue pushing into my mouth, tasting me. His hands gripped my hips, holding me steady as the water crashed around us.

He broke the kiss, his eyes burning. “I want to taste you here,” he said, his gaze dropping to my pussy.

I nodded, breathless.

He knelt in the shower stall, the water pouring over his head and shoulders. He looked up at me, his face open, reverent. Then he leaned forward and put his mouth on me.

His tongue parted my folds, licking a slow, deliberate path from my opening to my clit. I cried out, my hands flying to the shower wall for support. The sensation was amplified by the hot water raining down on us, by the slickness of his tongue, by the absolute focus of his attention.

He licked me like he was studying me, learning every contour, every response. He found the spot just inside my opening that made my whole body jolt, and he pressed his tongue there, firm and relentless. He sucked my clit into his mouth, applying a rhythmic pressure that sent waves of pleasure crashing through my belly.

“Jonah,” I moaned, my thighs trembling.

He didn’t stop. He added a finger, sliding two inside me, curling them upward. The dual sensation—his mouth on my clit, his fingers inside me—built a frantic, urgent heat. I was panting, my hips moving against his face, seeking more.

“I’m gonna come,” I warned, my voice ragged.

He pulled back slightly, just enough to speak. “Come on my tongue.”

The command, delivered so calmly, shattered my last bit of control. My orgasm broke over me, a sharp, stunning crest of pleasure that locked my muscles and stole my breath. I shook against him, crying out into the steam, my hands scrabbling against the tile.

He stayed with me through it, his mouth gentle now, his fingers still moving inside me, prolonging the waves until they subsided into a deep, throbbing aftershock.

When I could stand again, he rose, water streaming down his body. His cock was fully hard now, thick and eager against his stomach.

He took my hand and led me out of the shower. We were dripping, the bathroom floor slick with water. He didn’t towel us off. He simply guided me to the bed, leaving wet trails on the floorboards.

In the bedroom, the light was different—clear and golden, the sun now high in the sky. He pushed me onto the bed, onto my back. The sheets were cool against my wet skin.

He knelt between my legs, his eyes on my pussy, which was still flushed and open from his attention. “You’re beautiful here,” he said, almost to himself.

Then he leaned down and kissed my inner thigh, a soft, lingering press. He moved upward, his mouth returning to my core, but this time not to bring me to climax. This time to prepare me.

He licked me slowly, re-sensitizing me, making me gasp again. When I was writhing, desperate for more, he lifted his head.

“I want to fuck you,” he said. “But first, I want to mark you.”

My heart hammered. This was the core of it. The thing we’d done that weekend five years ago that had felt so terrifyingly intimate. The thing that had bound us, then broken us, because we couldn’t talk about it afterward.

Now we were talking. Now we were here.

“Yes,” I said.

He positioned himself over me, his knees wide, his cock hovering above my stomach. He took himself in hand, his grip firm. He wasn’t looking at my face; he was looking at my body, at the place he intended to claim.

Then he began to piss.

It wasn’t a violent act. It was a slow, controlled release. The warm stream hit my belly first, a sudden shock of heat and wetness. I gasped, my back arching off the bed. He moved his cock, directing the flow downward, over my pubic bone, over my folds. The sensation was overwhelming—the warmth, the intimacy, the sheer taboo of it transformed into a deliberate act of connection.

He marked me thoroughly, painting my skin with the hot liquid, letting it pool in the creases of my thighs, drip onto the sheets below. The scent, musky and sharp, filled the air around us. My skin was soaked, my body accepting it.

When he finished, he let the last drops fall onto my clit, a final, claiming touch. Then he lowered himself onto me, his body covering mine, his wet skin meeting my wet skin.

“You’re mine,” he whispered into my ear, his voice raw. “You’re mine in every way.”

“Yes,” I breathed, turning my face to kiss him. Our mouths met, messy and desperate.

He shifted, aligning his cock with my opening. He pushed inside with one slow, deep thrust. The feeling was incredible—my pussy was sensitized, wet from his marking, and his entry stretched me perfectly. I cried out, my nails digging into his shoulders.

He began to move, his hips setting a rhythm that was both punishing and tender. Each thrust drove him deeper, each withdrawal made me clutch at him. The wetness between us mixed—his piss, my arousal, the sweat from our bodies—creating a slick, intimate slide.

“Touch yourself,” he commanded, his voice guttural.

I obeyed, reaching between us to find my clit. It was swollen, eager. I circled it with my fingers, matching the pace of his thrusts. The dual stimulation—his cock inside me, my hand on my clit—built a second orgasm, faster and hotter than the first.

“I’m coming again,” I warned, my voice breaking.

“Come with me,” he growled, his thrusts becoming faster, harder.

His rhythm faltered, turning ragged. I felt his cock swell inside me, felt the tension in his body snap. With a deep, shuddering groan, he drove home and held there, his release flooding into me, hot and sudden. My own climax broke at the same moment, a convulsive, blinding peak that clenched around him, milking his cock as he emptied himself.

We collapsed together, a heap of wet, exhausted limbs. The smell of us—sex, marking, sweat—was strong in the sunlit room. He rolled to his side, pulling me with him, keeping me close.

We didn’t speak for a long time. We just breathed, our hearts slowing, our skin cooling.

Eventually, he stirred. He kissed my forehead, then got up. He returned from the bathroom with a warm, wet towel. He cleaned me gently, wiping the mess from my belly, my thighs, between my legs. His touch was tender, careful. Aftercare.

When he was done, he pulled the dry top sheet over us and lay back down, wrapping me in his arms.

“Okay?” he asked, his voice soft.

“Yes.” I turned to face him. “It felt… like ownership. But not in a bad way. In a way that makes me feel safe.”

He nodded, understanding. “That’s how it feels for me too. Holding you. Marking you. It’s the opposite of letting you go.”

I nestled closer, my head on his chest. The practical world was still outside—the dock, the boat, Danny returning with the catch. But for now, it was held at bay by this quiet, post-heat intimacy.

“We should get up,” I said after a while.

“We will.” He stroked my hair. “But not yet.”

We lay there until the sun climbed past the window, until we heard Danny’s boat motor approaching the dock. Then, with a shared, resigned smile, we rose.

We dressed in clean clothes—simple, dry things. We went back out to the dock, our steps synchronized. Danny was unloading oysters, his back to us.

When he turned, he saw us and nodded, his expression neutral. But I saw a flicker of something in his eyes—a recognition. He knew something had shifted. He didn’t ask. He just said, “The eastern beds look good. No predator damage.”

Jonah took over the inspection, his professional demeanor fully restored. But every few minutes, he would glance at me, and his eyes would hold that private, blazing heat. A reminder. A promise.

I worked beside him, sorting, logging, hauling. My body felt different—loose, claimed, satisfied. The memory of the morning was a warm undercurrent in every motion.

Later, when the work was done and Danny had left for the day, Jonah and I stood on the dock again, watching the afternoon sun glint on the water.

“I have to tell my parents,” I said. “About staying. About us.”

He looked at me. “Are you ready?”

“I am.” I took his hand. “But I want you with me when I do it.”

He squeezed my fingers. “Okay.”

We walked back to the house, our shadows long on the dock. Inside, we made a simple dinner—pasta, vegetables from his small garden. We ate at the kitchen table, talking about practical things: the farm’s finances, the storm season coming, the paperwork for transferring part ownership to me.

It was normal. It was building a life.

After dinner, we sat on the couch, the quilt over our legs. He read a report on his laptop; I sketched out a plan for integrating some new, sustainable practices I’d learned in my policy work. We weren’t touching, but we were connected. The space between us was charged with the knowledge of what we’d shared, what we would share again.

When it grew dark, he closed his laptop and looked at me. “Bed?”

“Yes.”

We went to the bedroom. We didn’t have sex again that night. We simply undressed and lay together, skin to skin, under the covers. He held me, his breath slow and even in my ear.

“Tomorrow,” he whispered, just before sleep took us. “Tomorrow we start the real work.”

I kissed his shoulder. “Tomorrow.”

And as I drifted off, I felt not the frantic uncertainty of my old life, but the deep, steady certainty of this one. I was home. I was marked. I was his.

And he was mine. ## Chapter 29 — The Real Work

Morning came with the smell of coffee and the sound of rain. Not a storm, just the soft, steady drizzle of an Oregon fall, pattering on the roof and streaking the windows. I opened my eyes to find Jonah already awake, propped on an elbow, watching me.

“You were smiling in your sleep,” he said, his voice rough with morning.

“I was home in my sleep,” I said, and stretched, feeling the delicious ache in my muscles from the day before, from him. The quilt was warm, his body warmer beside me.

He leaned down and kissed me, slow and deep. It tasted of sleep and promise. “The real work,” he murmured against my lips.

“Right.” I sighed, pulling back. “Parents.”

He nodded, the quiet seriousness returning to his eyes. “You want to do it today?”

“Might as well. Rip the bandage off.”

We got up. The routine was so simple now, so entwined. I used the bathroom first while he started breakfast. I brushed my teeth looking at our two toothbrushes in the jar. I pulled on a pair of his sweatpants and one of my own sweaters, the cuffs falling over my hands. When I came out, he was scrambling eggs, bacon sizzling in a cast iron skillet. The domesticity of it was a shield, and we both knew it. We ate at the kitchen island, shoulders touching, mapping out the battle plan.

“We go to their house,” I said. “We tell them together. I do most of the talking, but you’re there. Solidarity.”

“And if they ask about the… specifics?” he asked, not looking at me, focusing on his eggs.

“They won’t. They’re my parents, not my confessors. They’ll care about the farm, my career, my… stability.”

“And am I your stability?” He did look up then, his gaze clear and searching.

“You’re my choice,” I said, holding his look. “That’s better.”

We cleaned up in silence. The rain had lightened to a mist. We took his truck, the worn bench seat familiar beneath me. The drive to my parents’ house in town was short, less than ten minutes, but it felt like crossing into another world. The tidy suburban street, the well-kept lawns, the American flag on the porch—it was the life I’d left, the life they expected me to return to, upgraded with a doctorate and a corner office.

My mom opened the door before we even reached the steps. Her smile was bright, then flickered with surprise when she saw Jonah behind me. “Mira! And… Jonah. What a nice surprise.” She was wiping her hands on a dish towel. “Come in, come in, you’ll catch a chill.”

The house smelled of lemon polish and the pot roast she must have had in the slow cooker since dawn. My dad was in the living room, reading the paper. He set it down, his expression shifting from pleasant curiosity to guarded assessment as he saw us both.

“Jonah,” he said, standing, offering a hand. They shook, a brief, firm clasp. “Haven’t seen you in a while.”

“Been busy with the farm,” Jonah said, his voice even.

“I’ll bet. Mira, honey, you look… rested.” My mom’s eyes were scanning me, taking in the borrowed sweatpants, my bare face, the ease with which I stood beside Jonah. The unasked questions hung in the air.

“Can we sit?” I asked. “We need to talk.”

That got them. My mom’s smile vanished. My dad gestured to the couch. They took their matching armchairs, a united front. Jonah and I sat on the sofa, not touching, but I could feel the heat of his leg inches from mine.

I took a breath. “I’m not going back to D.C.”

The words landed in the quiet room. My mom’s hand went to her throat. My dad just stared.

“I’m staying here,” I continued. “In Oregon. On the farm. I’m going to help Jonah run it, and I’m going to work on implementing some of the sustainable practices I’ve been researching. I’ve already started the paperwork to transfer a portion of the ownership to me.”

“Mira,” my father began, his voice low. “Your career. Your PhD. You worked so hard.”

“I’m not throwing it away. I’m applying it. Just not in the way we all pictured.” I kept my voice steady. “The policy world… it was making me hollow. I was good at it, but I wasn’t alive. Here, I am.”

“And this…” My mother gestured weakly between Jonah and me. “This is part of being alive?”

I felt Jonah tense beside me. I spoke before he could. “Yes. Jonah and I are together. That’s separate from the farm, but it’s also part of it. Part of why I’m staying.”

“You barely know him,” my dad said, not unkindly, but with the blunt practicality that had always been his hallmark.

“I’ve known him for five years,” I said. “And I know him now. That’s enough.”

Silence stretched. The grandfather clock in the hallway ticked.

“You bought the farm,” my dad said, looking at Jonah directly. “You never said why.”

Jonah met his gaze. “Because it was hers. And it was dying. I couldn’t let it die.”

“And now she’s yours, too?” The question was sharp.

“Dad,” I warned.

But Jonah answered. “No, sir. She’s her own. I’m just the man who hopes she chooses to stay with me.”

Another heavy quiet. My mother looked between us, her eyes shiny. “Are you happy, Mira?”

The question was so simple it broke something open in my chest. “Yes, Mom. I am. Truly.”

She nodded, swallowing hard. “Then… okay. We just want you to be happy. We always have.”

My father leaned back in his chair, the fight going out of him. It was the fear talking, I knew. Fear for my security, my future. “It’s a hard life, Mira. Unpredictable. You’ve seen the storms.”

“I have,” I said. “I’ve also seen him rebuild after one.”

That seemed to settle something for him. He looked at Jonah, a long, measuring look. “You’ll take care of her?”

Jonah didn’t flinch. “I’ll stand beside her while she takes care of herself. And I’ll take care of the farm with her.”

A ghost of a smile touched my dad’s lips. “Fair enough.” He stood. “Well. You staying for lunch? Your mother made a pot roast big enough for an army.”

The tension cracked, flooding out of the room. We stayed for lunch. The conversation was awkward at first, skating around the edges of our new reality, but it gradually found its way to safer topics—the weather, the town gossip, the high school football team. Jonah was quiet but present, answering my dad’s questions about oyster yields with a quiet expertise that even my father had to respect.

When we left, the mist had cleared, leaving the air clean and damp. We didn’t speak until we were in the truck, pulling away from the curb.

“That went better than I expected,” I said, letting out a long breath.

“They love you,” Jonah said simply. “They just needed to see you weren’t throwing your life away.”

“I know.” I reached across the seat, my hand finding his on the gearshift. He laced his fingers through mine. The contact was a grounding wire. “Thank you for being there.”

“Where else would I be?”

We drove back to the dock, to our house. The afternoon was ours. The ‘real work’ of the day was done, and a different kind of energy was thrumming between us now, a release of the morning’s tension, a celebration of a hurdle cleared.

Inside, he closed the door and leaned against it, pulling me to him. This kiss wasn’t like the morning’s. It was hungry, claiming, his hands sliding under my sweater to find the bare skin of my back. I moaned into his mouth, my own hands fisting in his shirt.

“I need you,” I breathed against his lips. “Right now.”

He didn’t answer with words. He walked me backwards through the living room, toward the bedroom, kissing me the whole way, our feet stumbling. In the bedroom, he broke the kiss only to pull my sweater over my head. His followed. Then he was undoing the drawstring of his sweatpants I wore, pushing them down my hips. I stepped out of them, standing naked before him.

His eyes darkened, roaming over me. “You’re so fucking beautiful.”

He shed his own jeans and boxers, his cock already hard, jutting thick and ready from his body. The sight of it, of him, all weathered skin and taut muscle and that singular focus on me, made my pussy clench with want.

He didn’t lead me to the bed. Instead, he guided me to stand at the foot of it. “Put your hands on the footboard,” he said, his voice a low command.

A shiver of pure anticipation went through me. I obeyed, gripping the smooth, worn wood, bracing myself. I heard him move behind me, then felt his hands on my hips, his thumbs pressing into the dimples at the base of my spine.

“You were so brave today,” he murmured, his lips brushing my shoulder blade. One hand slid around my hip, his fingers finding my clit, already swollen and slick. He circled it slowly, making me gasp and push back against him. “So sure. It made me so hard for you, Mira. Watching you claim your life.”

His words were as potent as his touch. I dropped my head forward, my back arching. “Jonah…”

“Tell me what you want.”

“I want you inside me. Now.”

His finger pushed into me, then two, curling deep. “You’re already so wet. Wet for me. For this.”

“Yes,” I panted. “Only for you.”

He removed his fingers, and I heard the tear of a condom wrapper—a habit we’d kept, for now, amidst all the other intimacies. A moment later, the blunt, broad head of his cock pressed against my entrance. He didn’t push in. He just held it there, a maddening, perfect pressure.

“Please,” I begged, rocking back against him.

His hands tightened on my hips. “Look at you,” he said, his voice thick. “Mine.”

Then he drove into me in one long, deep stroke, filling me completely. A cry tore from my throat, part pleasure, part relief. He was so big, stretching me, claiming the heart of me. He held himself there, buried to the hilt, letting me feel every inch.

Then he began to move.

His pace was relentless from the start, deep, pounding thrusts that had me crying out with each one. The footboard creaked with the force. One hand stayed on my hip, anchoring me, the other slid around to my front, fingers finding my clit again, rubbing in tight, perfect circles in time with his thrusts.

“That’s it,” he growled in my ear, his breath hot. “Take it. Take all of me. This is what you chose. This is what you stay for.”

His words unraveled me. They were filthy and true and they lit a fire in my belly. The pleasure built, a coiling, screaming tension. I could feel the sweat between my shoulder blades, hear the wet, rhythmic sound of our bodies joining. The scent of us, sex and salt and him, filled the air.

“I’m close,” I gasped. “So close.”

“Come for me,” he ordered, his fingers working faster on my clit. “Let go. Show me.”

The command shattered my last thread of control. My climax ripped through me, a blinding, convulsing wave that made my knees buckle. I screamed, my vision whiting out, my inner muscles clamping around his cock in rhythmic pulses.

He fucked me through it, his strokes becoming ragged, losing their rhythm. With a raw, guttural groan, he slammed into me one final time and held, his body shuddering against mine as he came.

We collapsed forward together, my chest against the footboard, his weight heavy and warm on my back. Our breaths were ragged gasps in the quiet room. Slowly, carefully, he pulled out and disposed of the condom. Then he turned me in his arms, guiding me down to the rug on the floor, pulling the quilt from the bed over us.

We lay there, tangled together, coming down. He brushed the damp hair from my forehead, his eyes soft.

“Aftercare,” I murmured, nuzzling into his neck.

“Always,” he said, and kissed my temple.

But the heat between us wasn’t spent. It was a low banked fire, waiting. The explicit act was one language we spoke, but the other, the one forged five years ago and reclaimed in the storm, was humming beneath my skin. The intimacy of the morning, the raw possession of the afternoon—it had all stoked a deeper, more specific need.

As our heartbeats slowed, my hand drifted down his stomach. He caught it, lacing his fingers with mine, bringing our joined hands to his chest.

“I can feel it,” I whispered. “The want. It’s not just sex.”

He was quiet for a long moment, his gaze on the ceiling. “I know.”

“I want that, too. The mark. The… surrender.” Saying it out loud, in the clear light of the afternoon, felt terrifying and right. “I want to feel you that way. All the way. And I want to give it back to you.”

He rolled onto his side to face me, his expression solemn. “It’s not about claiming. Not like that.”

“I know what it’s about,” I said, meeting his eyes. “It’s about trust so complete it becomes a physical thing. It’s about being so safe with someone you can let go of every last boundary. It’s about… communion.” I’d spent five years thinking about it, analyzing it, running from it. Now the words came easily. “That weekend… it wasn’t just a kink. It was the first time I ever felt entirely real. Entirely seen. I’ve been chasing that feeling in every other part of my life and coming up empty.”

His thumb stroked my cheek. “And now?”

“Now I’m home. And I want to come home to that, too. With you. Deliberately. Not as a ghost from the past, but as a choice for our future.”

He searched my face, looking for any hint of doubt. He found none. A slow, deep breath left his lungs. “Okay.”

We got up. The practical part came first. We drank water. We used the bathroom. We moved to the bed, the sheets cool against our skin. This wasn’t about frantic passion; it was about deliberate connection.

He sat propped against the headboard, and I straddled his lap, facing him. Our foreheads touched. Our breaths mingled.

“You tell me to stop, and everything stops,” he said, his voice a low vibration between us. “Any time. For any reason.”

“I know.” “And you can do the same for me.” “I know.”

I kissed him, a soft, lingering kiss. Then I shifted, moving off his lap to kneel beside him on the bed. My heart was pounding, but it was a clean, clear rhythm. I looked at him, at his cock lying soft against his thigh, and I understood my role in this first act. It was an offering. A gift of vulnerability.

I leaned down, taking him into my mouth. He was still soft, but I loved the feel of him, the weight, the clean salt-and-skin taste of him. I licked and suckled gently, patiently, feeling him slowly swell and harden on my tongue. His hand came to my hair, not pushing, just resting there, a point of contact.

When he was fully hard, I released him with a soft pop and looked up. His eyes were heavy-lidded, his lips parted.

“My turn,” he whispered.

He guided me to lie back, arranging me so my head was propped on pillows. He kissed his way down my body—my breasts, my stomach, the sensitive skin of my inner thighs—until he was kneeling between my legs. He didn’t go for my clit immediately. He just looked, his gaze a physical caress. Then he bent his head and began to drink from me.

His mouth on my pussy was worshipful and thorough. He licked deep inside me, then focused on my clit, sucking it gently into the heat of his mouth. I arched off the bed, a moan tearing from my throat. He was building the need in me, but differently this time. It wasn’t a race to a climax; it was a slow, steady filling of a cup.

Just as the pleasure began to crest toward an edge, he pulled back. He moved up my body, kissing my stomach, my sternum, the hollow of my throat. His weight settled over me, his hard cock pressing against my thigh.

“I need to be inside you for this,” he said, his voice ragged.

I nodded, spreading my legs wider. He reached for another condom, sheathed himself, and then guided himself to my entrance. He pushed in slowly, so slowly, letting me feel every millimeter as he filled me. When he was fully seated, he stopped, his body trembling with the effort of holding still.

Our eyes locked. This was the precipice.

“Now,” I breathed. “Please, Jonah. Mark me.”

A shudder ran through him. He buried his face in my neck, his hips making a small, instinctive roll. Then the warmth came. A hot, sudden flood inside the condom, a sensation of intense, intimate fullness that had nothing to do with his size and everything to do with the act itself. It was the feeling of his deepest, most private release given to me, held by me. A low, broken sound escaped him, a sob of pure surrender.

He collapsed onto me, his body lax. I held him, my arms tight around his back, my legs wrapped around his hips. I could feel his heart hammering against mine. I turned my head and kissed his temple, his cheek, whispering wordless comforts.

After a long time, he stirred. He pulled out carefully, disposed of the condom, and returned with a warm, damp cloth. He cleaned me with a tenderness that made my throat ache. Then he gathered me into his arms, pulling the covers over us.

But it wasn’t over. The exchange was mutual. The trust was a circle.

My own need was a quiet, persistent thrum. Not for an orgasm, but for the completion of the ritual. I waited until his breathing had evened out, until his hold on me had relaxed into the heavy warmth of satiation.

I shifted in his arms. “My turn,” I whispered, echoing his earlier words.

He understood. His eyes opened, dark and soft. He nodded.

We shifted again. He lay on his back. I knelt over him, one leg on either side of his hips. I leaned down, kissing him deeply, letting him taste himself on my tongue. Then I kissed my way down his chest, his abdomen. I took his soft, spent cock into my mouth again, not to arouse, but to soothe, to cherish. I nuzzled the coarse hair at its base, breathing in his essential scent.

Then I moved. I settled myself over his chest, kneeling upright, facing his feet. I looked back at him over my shoulder. His hands came to rest on my thighs, a silent encouragement.

I let go.

It wasn’t a torrent. It was a hot, steady stream, a release of all the tension, the love, the certainty. It painted his skin, his chest, his stomach. The sound was a quiet, private patter. The scent was musky, intimate, mine. I watched his face. His eyes were closed, his expression one of profound peace. His hands tightened on my thighs, not in passion, but in gratitude, in acceptance.

When I was done, I slid off him, reaching for the cloth he’d used on me. I cleaned him with the same tender care he’d shown me, wiping the warm, golden proof of my trust from his skin. He didn’t speak. He just watched me, his eyes liquid.

I dropped the cloth on the floor and curled into his side, my head on his shoulder, my leg thrown over his. He wrapped both arms around me, holding me so close I could feel his heartbeat against my cheek.

The room was quiet. The rain had started again, a gentle hush against the roof. We were both marked, inside and out. The ghosts of the past were laid to rest, not by ignoring them, but by rebuilding their sanctuary with stronger materials.

“The real work,” I murmured into his skin.

He kissed the top of my head. “The only work that matters.”

And as sleep pulled us under, tangled and spent and utterly complete, I knew it for the truth. This was the foundation. Everything else—the farm, the storms, the years—would be built upon this unshakable, intimate ground. ## Chapter 30 — Morning

I woke to the smell of coffee and the sound of rain.

Not the hard, driving rain of the storm that had nearly taken everything, but the soft, steady Oregon rain that meant autumn was settling in for good. The kind of rain that whispered stay inside, stay wrapped up, there’s no hurry anymore.

Jonah’s side of the bed was empty, but still warm. I stretched, feeling the pleasant ache in muscles I’d forgotten I had. The sheets smelled like us—salt and skin and the clean musk of last night. The memory rose, not as a sharp spike of emotion, but as a slow, warm tide. The trust she’d shown me. The way he’d accepted it. The quiet afterwards.

I sat up, pulling the quilt around my shoulders. The bedroom window showed a gray world, the bay choppy with whitecaps, the distant islands blurred by mist. Our world, remade.

I found him in the kitchen, shirtless, leaning against the counter with a mug of coffee. He was looking out the window toward the dock, his profile as familiar to me now as my own hands.

“Morning,” I said, my voice still sleep-rough.

He turned, and his smile was the softest thing I’d ever seen. “Morning.”

He poured me a mug without asking how I took it. He knew. He set it on the table and came to stand behind me, his arms circling my waist, his chin resting on top of my head. We stood like that, watching the rain, for a long time.

“The boats are okay,” he said finally. “Checked them before the rain started.”

“You were up early.”

“Couldn’t sleep.” He pressed a kiss to my temple. “Too much to think about.”

“Good things?”

“Only good things.” He released me, and I turned to face him. His eyes were the color of the bay this morning—gray-green, serious. “We need to talk about the farm.”

My stomach tightened, just a little. “Okay.”

“Not like that.” He reached for my hand, his thumb stroking the inside of my wrist. “Good talk. Future talk.”

We sat at the table, knees touching under the scarred wood. The coffee steamed between us.

“I’ve been running the numbers,” he said. “The storm took about thirty percent of the stock. The dock repairs will cost us, but insurance should cover most of it. The real hit is time—we’re six weeks behind on harvesting for the winter orders.”

I nodded, my policy-wonk brain already turning over the implications. “Can we get temporary help? There are migrant worker programs—”

“Already made calls.” He took a sip of coffee. “Got three guys coming up from California next week. They know oysters. They’ll stay through November.”

“Okay.” I breathed out. “That helps.”

“But here’s the thing.” He leaned forward, his elbows on the table. “Even with the help, even with insurance, this is going to be a lean year. We won’t go under—the farm’s solid—but there won’t be any extra. No new equipment. No expanding the lease.”

“I don’t need extra,” I said quietly. “I never did.”

“I know.” He looked at me, his expression fierce with tenderness. “But I want to give it to you anyway. I want to build something that isn’t just surviving. I want to build something that thrives.”

The words settled in my chest, warm as the coffee. “What are you thinking?”

“Two things.” He held up a finger. “First, we start a hatchery. On-site. We’ve got the space in the old boathouse. We control the stock from spawn to harvest. More profit margin, more resilience against storms.”

A slow smile spread across my face. “I could design that. The filtration systems, the water quality monitoring—”

“I know.” His smile matched mine. “That’s why it’s a good idea.”

“And the second thing?”

He hesitated, just for a second. “I want to buy the neighboring parcel. Old Man Peterson’s land. He’s been talking about selling for years. It’s another fifty acres of tideland. We could double our production in five years.”

I stared at him. The ambition of it took my breath away. “Jonah, that’s—”

“Crazy,” he finished for me. “I know. But hear me out.” He reached for my other hand, holding both of them now. “We do the hatchery first. Get it running, get the profits up. In two years, we go to the bank with solid numbers. We get the loan. We expand.”

“Two years,” I repeated. The timeline felt real, solid. Not a fantasy, but a plan.

“Two years,” he confirmed. “And in those two years, you—” He stopped, his throat working. “You could go back to DC if you wanted. Just part-time. Consult on policy. Keep your hand in. The farm would be stable enough for you to step away sometimes.”

The offer was so generous it hurt. He was giving me an exit ramp, a way to keep the parts of my old life that mattered. He was building a life that could contain all of me, not just the part that belonged here.

“I don’t want to go back to DC,” I said, and realized it was true. Not entirely, at least. “But maybe… maybe I could consult for the state. Oregon’s coastal management policies are a mess. I could work from here, go to Salem when I need to.”

His fingers tightened around mine. “Yeah?”

“Yeah.” The idea took shape as I said it aloud. “I could use my degree without leaving home.”

The word home hung between us, new and precious.

“Okay,” he said softly. “Okay.”

We finished our coffee in silence, but it was a comfortable silence, full of plans taking root. After a while, he stood up. “I need to check the lines on the dock. Rain’s picking up.”

“I’ll come with you.”

We dressed in layers—fleece, rain jackets, rubber boots. The air was cold and wet, the kind of cold that seeps into your bones if you let it. We didn’t let it.

The dock was slick with rain, the boards dark and swollen. The bay was the color of tarnished silver, the waves capped with white. Our two workboats rocked gently at their moorings, their blue hulls beaded with moisture.

Jonah went to check the lines, his movements sure and economical. I stood at the end of the dock, watching him. This man who had bought my family’s failing farm. This man who had waited five years for me to come home. This man who had taken the wreckage of a storm and seen not an ending, but a chance to build something better.

When he was done, he came to stand beside me. We looked out at the water together, shoulders touching.

“I used to stand here,” I said, “when I was a kid. Watch the weather come in. My dad would tell me you could read the bay like a book. The color of the water, the direction of the waves, the way the gulls acted.”

“What’s it telling you now?” he asked.

I studied the horizon, the low clouds, the choppy water. “It’s telling me winter’s coming early. It’s telling me we’ve got maybe a month before the serious storms hit. It’s telling me to batten down.”

He nodded. “That’s what I read too.”

I turned to face him. “But it’s also telling me something else.”

“What?”

“That we’ll be okay.” The words came out as a conviction, not a hope. “The bay’s been here for thousands of years. Storms come, storms go. The water stays. The oysters survive. We just have to learn how to survive with them.”

He reached for me then, pulling me into his arms. My face pressed against the damp fleece of his jacket, and I could feel his heartbeat, steady as the tide.

“I love you,” he said into my hair.

It wasn’t the first time he’d said it. We’d whispered it in the dark, gasped it in passion, murmured it in sleep. But this was different. This was in the cold light of a rainy morning, with work to do and a future to plan.

“I love you too,” I said, and meant it with every cell in my body.

We stood there for a long time, holding each other, while the rain fell around us. Eventually, he sighed. “We should get back. Need to call the insurance adjuster.”

“I’ll make breakfast,” I offered.

“Pancakes?”

“If we have eggs.”

“We have eggs.”

We walked back to the house hand in hand. The rain had soaked through our jackets, chilled our skin, but neither of us hurried. There was a rightness to the damp, to the cold, to the shared purpose of the day ahead.

In the kitchen, I rummaged for flour and eggs while Jonah made the call. His voice was low and steady as he spoke to the adjuster, explaining the damage, arranging a visit. I listened with half an ear as I mixed batter, my mind already turning over the hatchery plans.

The old boathouse would need serious work. New plumbing, new electrical, a climate control system. I could draw up the specs, maybe get a grant from the marine conservation fund…

“Tuesday,” Jonah said, hanging up. “He’ll be here Tuesday.”

“Good.” I poured batter onto the hot griddle. The sizzle filled the kitchen with a homey smell. “That gives us time to clean up the worst of it.”

We ate at the table, syrup dripping, coffee steaming. The conversation wandered—from insurance to hatchery designs to what to plant in the garden next spring. It was ordinary talk, the kind of talk couples have on a thousand rainy mornings. But to me, it felt miraculous.

After breakfast, we cleaned up together. He washed, I dried. Our hands brushed in the soapy water, and each touch felt like a promise.

“I was thinking,” he said as he handed me a plate. “We should go into town tonight. Dinner at the Wharf. Celebrate.”

“Celebrate what?”

“Being alive.” He shrugged, a little self-conscious. “Being here. Being us.”

My throat tightened. “I’d like that.”

“Good.” He leaned over and kissed me, his lips tasting of coffee and maple syrup. “Wear that blue dress. The one that makes your eyes look like the sky after a storm.”

I laughed, surprised. “You remember that dress?”

“I remember everything about you,” he said simply.

The afternoon passed in a blur of work. We cleared debris from the dock, patched a section of loose planking, checked the oyster bags for storm damage. The physical labor was satisfying in a way my policy work had never been. At the end of the day, I could point to something tangible and say, I fixed that. I made that better.

As the light began to fail, we headed back to the house. I was tired in every muscle, but it was a good tired. The kind of tired that meant you’d earned your rest.

“Go shower,” Jonah said, nudging me toward the stairs. “I’ll start a fire.”

Upstairs, the shower was hot and heavenly. I washed the salt and sweat from my skin, feeling the day’s work melt away under the spray. When I stepped out, the mirror was fogged, but I didn’t need to see myself to know I looked different. Happier. Softer around the edges.

I found the blue dress in the back of the closet. It was simple—cotton, knee-length, with tiny white buttons down the front. I hadn’t worn it since the last time I was home, five years ago. It still fit, but it hung differently now. My body was stronger, my shoulders broader from hauling oyster bags.

Downstairs, Jonah had lit a fire in the woodstove. The room glowed with orange light, shadows dancing on the walls. He’d changed into clean jeans and a dark sweater, his hair still damp from his own shower.

“You look beautiful,” he said, his voice quiet.

“So do you.”

He held out his hand. “Ready?”

The drive into town was quiet. Rain tapped on the roof of his truck, the wipers swishing rhythmically. The town lights appeared through the mist, a scattering of gold against the deepening gray.

The Wharf was busy for a Thursday night. Fishermen in from the day’s catch, locals escaping the rain, a few tourists stubbornly braving the weather. We got a table by the window, overlooking the marina. The boats rocked at their slips, their running lights reflected in the black water.

We ordered wine and the day’s special—halibut with roasted vegetables. The conversation was easy, wandering from the farm to books we’d read to memories of childhood summers. We didn’t talk about the future plans, not tonight. Tonight was for being here, in this moment, together.

Halfway through dinner, Jonah reached across the table and took my hand. “I have something for you.”

He pulled a small, wrapped box from his pocket and set it on the table between us.

My heart stuttered. “Jonah—”

“It’s not an engagement ring,” he said quickly. “Not yet. I wouldn’t… not in a restaurant. But it’s… it’s a promise.”

I unwrapped the box with trembling fingers. Inside, on a bed of velvet, lay a necklace. A simple silver chain, and hanging from it, a tiny, perfect oyster shell, no bigger than my thumbnail. It had been polished to a milky sheen, and when I held it to the light, it glimmered with rainbows.

“It’s from the first harvest,” he said softly. “The first oysters we pulled up together, after you came home. I saved one of the shells. Had it made into this.”

Tears pricked my eyes. “It’s beautiful.”

“It’s a promise,” he repeated. “That whatever happens, whatever storms come, we’ll always have this. The farm. The bay. Each other.”

I couldn’t speak. I just nodded, my throat too tight for words.

He took the necklace from the box and stood up. “Turn around.”

I did. He fastened the clasp at the nape of my neck, his fingers gentle. The oyster shell settled against my sternum, cool at first, then warming to my skin.

When I turned back, he was watching me, his eyes dark in the candlelight. “Do you like it?”

“I love it,” I whispered.

We finished dinner in a haze of happiness. The wine, the firelight, the weight of the shell against my chest—it all felt like a dream, but the kind of dream you never want to wake from.

On the drive home, I reached across the seat and took his hand. He laced his fingers through mine, his thumb stroking my knuckles.

“Thank you,” I said. “For the necklace. For everything.”

“You don’t have to thank me.”

“I do.” I looked at his profile in the dashboard light. “You saved the farm. You saved me.”

He shook his head. “You saved yourself. I just… I just left the door open.”

We pulled into the driveway. The house was dark except for the glow from the woodstove window. We went inside, shedding our coats, our shoes. The fire had burned down to embers, but the room was still warm.

Jonah added another log, stirring the coals until flames licked up. Then he turned to me. “Dance with me.”

There was no music, just the sound of the fire and the rain on the roof. But he took me in his arms anyway, and we swayed together in the flickering light. My head on his shoulder, his hand at the small of my back, the oyster shell cool between us.

“I’m scared,” I murmured into his sweater.

“Of what?”

“That this is too good. That something will take it away.”

He tightened his hold. “Nothing will take it away. We won’t let it.”

We danced until the fire burned low again. Then, wordlessly, we climbed the stairs to bed. We didn’t make love—we were both too tired, too full of the day. We just curled together under the quilt, skin to skin, breathing in sync.

As I drifted toward sleep, I touched the oyster shell at my throat. It was already warming to my body heat, becoming part of me.

Jonah’s breathing deepened beside me. I closed my eyes, listening to the rain on the roof, feeling his heartbeat against my back.

The storm had passed. The rebuilding had begun. And for the first time in my life, I knew exactly where I belonged.




Chapter 31 — Rebuilding

I woke to the smell of coffee and the sound of Jonah chopping wood.

He’d already slipped out of bed, leaving the space beside me cool and empty. The quilt was pulled up over my shoulders, a deliberate tucking-in. I stretched, feeling the pleasant ache in my muscles from yesterday’s work, and the deeper, more fundamental ache of something being satisfied at my core.

The oyster shell pendant was warm against my skin.

I pulled on one of Jonah’s flannel shirts from the floor, the sleeves swallowing my hands, and padded downstairs. He was in the kitchen, pouring a mug of coffee. He’d changed into clean jeans and a t-shirt, but his hair was still sleep-rumpled.

“Morning,” he said, handing me the mug.

“You’re already working.”

“The storm did more than just wreck the dock. There’s a section of fencing down by the south beds. Need to get it sorted before the tide comes in and washes out any more oysters.”

I sipped the coffee. It was strong, bitter, perfect. “I’ll come with you.”

He looked at me, a slow smile spreading. “You don’ have to.”

“I want to.”

We ate breakfast quickly—scrambled eggs, toast—and bundled up against the lingering chill. The rain had stopped, but the world was saturated, dripping. The path to the south beds was muddy, our boots sinking with every step.

The damage was worse than I’d imagined. A whole section of the wooden fencing, erected to mark the leased beds and protect them from random boat traffic, had been shattered. Splintered posts lay scattered like casualties. The tide was low, exposing the muck and the rows of oyster cages, some of them overturned.

Jonah surveyed it, hands on his hips. “Okay. Salvage what posts we can. Re-set the cages. We’ll need new lumber for the fence itself.”

It was methodical, physical work. We didn’t talk much, just pointed, lifted, grunted. My body warmed up, the flannel shirt growing damp with sweat under my coat. Jonah worked with a quiet intensity, his movements efficient and sure. He’d done this before, many times.

By mid-morning, we’d cleared the wreckage and righted most of the cages. We were both filthy, mud smeared up to our knees.

“Break,” Jonah said, wiping his forehead. He pulled a water bottle from his pack and handed it to me.

I drank deeply, leaning against a salvaged post that was still upright. The sun was trying to break through the cloud cover, casting a pale, watery light over the estuary. It was beautiful, even in the mess.

Jonah stood beside me, looking out at the water. “You’re good at this.”

“It’s just lifting things.”

“It’s not. It’s seeing what needs to be done next. You have a system in your head already.”

I shrugged. “Maybe.”

He turned to me. The mud on his face made him look like some primal creature, risen from the earth. “Mira.”

“Yeah?”

“Last night. You said you were scared.”

I nodded, my throat tightening.

“What are you scared of today?”

I looked at the mud on my hands, at the broken world we were piecing back together. “I’m scared of… getting used to this. Of waking up every day and chopping wood and fixing fences and knowing you’re in the house. And then one day you decide it’s not what you want anymore.”

He was silent for a long moment. The only sound was the distant cry of a gull and the gentle lap of the incoming tide against the muck.

“You think I’d leave?” he finally asked, his voice low.

“I think people change. Needs change.”

He took a step closer. The space between us felt charged, electric despite the damp chill. “My needs haven’ changed in five years. They’ve gotten simpler, not more complicated.”

“What are your needs?” I asked, the question leaving me in a rush of breath.

He reached out and took my muddy hand in his muddy hand. Our fingers laced together, gritty and real. “You. The farm. This place. That’s it.”

It was so straightforward it hurt. “That’s… a lot to give someone.”

“You’re not giving it. You’re sharing it. It’s already yours.”

I let out a shaky breath. “Okay.”

“Okay?”

“Okay. I believe you.”

He squeezed my hand, then let go, turning back to the work. “We should get the new lumber before the tide gets too high.”

We spent the afternoon driving to the hardware store in the nearest town, loading the truck with fresh posts and planks, and hauling them back. The physical labor continued, a rhythm of measuring, sawing, hammering. My shoulders burned, my palms grew raw, and I felt more alive than I had in years.

By dusk, the new fence section was standing, straight and true against the gray sky.

We stood back, admiring our work. The oyster cages were neat rows again, the boundary restored.

“It’ll hold,” Jonah said, with satisfaction.

“Yeah.”

He looked at me, my face probably as mud-streaked as his. “You’re beautiful.”

I laughed, a tired, happy sound. “I’m a mess.”

“That’s what makes you beautiful. You’re here. In the mess with me.”

We walked back to the house in the fading light, our boots heavy with mud. The silence between us was full, comfortable. We’d rebuilt something tangible today, and something intangible had settled deeper inside me.

At the house, we stripped our filthy clothes off in the entryway, leaving them in a heap. The air was cold on my skin, raising goosebumps.

“Shower?” Jonah asked, his eyes already dark with intention.

“Yes.”

He led me upstairs to the bathroom. It was old, the tiles cracked in places, but the shower was a massive, industrial-looking thing with a wide head. He turned it on, and steam began to billow.

We stepped in together, the hot water hitting us like a blessing. It coursed over my sore muscles, over the mud on my skin, turning it to rivulets of brown that slid down my body and pooled at our feet. Jonah stood behind me, his hands on my shoulders, letting the water do its work.

Then his hands began to move. They slid down my back, over my hips, cupping my ass. He turned me gently to face him. Under the spray, his skin was flushed pink, his sandy hair darkened and plastered to his forehead. He looked at me with a focus that made my breath catch.

“Let me wash you,” he said, his voice rough with steam and want.

He took the bar of soap and worked it into a lather in his palms. Then he started on my neck, my collarbones, my breasts. His touch was methodical, worshipful. He soaped every inch of me, his fingers tracing the curves of my body, slipping into the crevices. He knelt in the shower spray to wash my legs, my feet, paying attention to each toe.

When he rose, his eyes were level with mine. “Now you,” he said, handing me the soap.

I took it, my heart pounding. I lathered my hands and began on his chest, the hard planes of his pectorals, the swirl of hair. I washed his arms, the muscles defined by years of labor. I moved lower, soaping his stomach, the line of hair that led down. I knelt, as he had, and washed his legs, his calves, his feet.

When I stood, he was watching me, his jaw tight. The water beat down on us, a cocoon of heat and sound.

I reached for him, my clean hands sliding over his clean skin. I found his cock, already hard and thick against his belly. I soaped it gently, feeling him shudder under my touch. His eyes closed, a low groan escaping his lips.

“Mira,” he breathed.

“I’m here,” I said, echoing his words from earlier. “In the mess with you.”

He opened his eyes, the blue of them almost black in the steam. “I need you.”

“I need you too.”

He turned off the water. The sudden silence was abrupt, ringing. We stepped out, dripping, and he grabbed towels, wrapping me roughly before wrapping himself. He didn’t dry us carefully; he just got the excess water off, then led me by the hand to the bedroom.

The room was cool compared to the shower, the air sharp. We dropped the towels on the floor.

He pushed me onto the bed, coming down over me. His skin was hot, his body a solid weight that pinned me to the mattress. He kissed me, deep and consuming, his tongue exploring my mouth as if relearning it. I kissed him back, my hands digging into his hair, pulling him closer.

“I want to taste you,” he said, breaking the kiss. His voice was a raw scrape of sound.

I nodded, my body already arching under him.

He moved down the bed, his hands spreading my thighs. He looked at my pussy, open and wet for him, and a shudder went through him. “So beautiful.”

Then he lowered his head.

His mouth on my clit was direct, purposeful. He didn’t tease; he licked me with firm, steady strokes, his tongue flat and hot. I cried out, my hips lifting off the bed. One of his hands came up to hold me down, his palm heavy on my stomach, while the other hand parted my folds, keeping me open for him.

He tasted me deeply, his tongue delving inside me, then returning to my clit. The rhythm was relentless, building a pressure in my core that coiled tighter and tighter. I could feel my own wetness, hear the soft, slick sounds of his mouth on me. The room filled with the smell of sex, clean and musky.

“Jonah,” I gasped.

He responded by sucking my clit into his mouth, applying a gentle, pulsing pressure that made my vision blur. I thrashed under his hand, but he held me firm, his mouth working me until I was panting, my thighs shaking.

“Please,” I begged, not knowing what I was asking for.

He released me, rising up on his knees. His face was glistening with my wetness. “Tell me what you want.”

“You. Inside me.”

He nodded, a sharp, decisive motion. He positioned himself between my legs, his cock pressing against my opening. He didn’t enter me immediately. He just held it there, letting me feel the thickness, the heat.

“Look at me,” he said.

I looked. His eyes were locked on mine, fierce and possessive.

Then he pushed in.

The stretch was exquisite, a filling ache that made me gasp. He went slowly, letting my body adjust to him, until he was fully seated, his hips flush against mine. We were joined, completely. He held still, his breath coming in ragged pulls.

“Mira,” he whispered, as if my name was a prayer.

He began to move.

His thrusts were long, deep, withdrawing almost completely before plunging back in. Each one dragged a moan from my throat. I could feel every inch of him, the ridge of his head, the swell of his shaft. The friction built a fire in my belly, spreading through my limbs.

He shifted, angling his hips, and the next thrust hit a spot inside me that made my eyes fly open. “There,” I cried.

He aimed for it, again and again, his rhythm becoming more urgent. The bed rocked beneath us, the old frame creaking in time with our movements. The sound of our bodies joining, the wet slap of skin, filled the room.

I reached for him, my hands scrambling over his back, feeling the muscles working. I pulled him closer, wanting him deeper.

He obeyed, driving into me with a force that stole my breath. His forehead was damp, his lips parted. He was watching my face, studying every reaction.

“Touch yourself,” he commanded, his voice guttural.

My hand flew to my clit. The touch was electric, amplifying the sensations from inside. I rubbed in circles, matching the rhythm of his thrusts. Pleasure mounted, a wave gathering height, ready to crash.

“I’m close,” I warned him.

“Come for me,” he said, his thrusts becoming faster, harder.

The orgasm broke over me, a roaring tide of sensation. My body convulsed, my pussy clamping around his cock, milking him. I screamed, the sound raw and uncontrolled.

He kept moving, riding my climax, until his own control shattered. He drove into me one last, deep time, and held there, his body shuddering. A hot, liquid rush filled me as he came, his release joining with mine inside my body. He groaned, a long, low sound of surrender.

He collapsed onto me, his weight a welcome burden. We were both breathing like we’d run a race, our hearts hammering against each other.

After a moment, he rolled off, pulling me with him so that we lay side-by-side, still connected. He kept his cock inside me, as if unwilling to break the union. His hand came up to stroke my hair, my face.

“Okay?” he murmured.

“More than okay.”

We lay like that for a long time, letting the aftershocks subside, letting our breathing slow. The room grew darker as evening settled outside.

Finally, he softened and slipped out of me. He got up, fetched a warm, wet cloth from the bathroom, and cleaned me gently, wiping away the evidence of our joining. Then he cleaned himself. He came back to bed, pulling the quilt over us.

We were quiet, wrapped in the warmth and the silence.

“That was…” I started, but couldn’t find the word.

“Necessary,” he finished for me.

I turned to look at him. His face was relaxed, peaceful. “Yes.”

He kissed my forehead. “We’ll need to eat. Are you hungry?”

“I could eat.”

We got up, dressed in clean, soft clothes—sweatpants and hoodies—and went downstairs. Jonah made soup from leftovers, a thick, hearty broth with vegetables and chunks of fish. We ate at the kitchen table, the woodstove crackling beside us.

The simple domesticity of it felt profound. We were two people, tired from work, satisfied from sex, sharing a meal. It was the core of everything.

After eating, we washed the dishes together. Then Jonah led me to the living room couch. He sat, pulling me onto his lap, my back against his chest. He wrapped his arms around me, holding me tight.

We looked out the window at the dark estuary, the water a black mirror under the emerging stars.

“I have something to tell you,” he said, his voice quiet in the dim room.

I tensed slightly. “Okay.”

“That buyer. The one who made the offer for the farm.”

I remembered. The midpoint of our story, the temptation that would have set him up for life, let me go back to DC.

“He came back. Yesterday, while we were working on the dock.”

My heart thudded. “What did he say?”

“He increased the offer. By twenty percent.”

I swallowed. “That’s… a lot.”

“It is.”

“What did you tell him?”

Jonah’s arms tightened around me. “I told him the farm wasn’t for sale. Not at any price.”

Relief flooded me, warm and sweet. “Just like that?”

“Just like that. I didn’t even think about it. The answer was already there.”

I turned in his lap to face him. “Why?”

He cupped my face, his thumbs stroking my cheeks. “Because it’s your home. And it’s my home. And I don’ want to live anywhere you’re not. Even if you weren’t here, I’d keep it, hoping. But you’re here. So it’s not for sale.”

Tears pricked my eyes. “You’d have given up a fortune for a hope?”

“Yeah.”

I kissed him, a soft, lingering kiss that tasted of soup and shared breath. “I’m here.”

“Yeah.”

We sat like that for a while, just holding each other, watching the night deepen.

Eventually, Jonah stirred. “I have another thing to show you.”

He got up, taking my hand, and led me to the small room he used as an office—a closet-sized space with a desk and shelves full of ledgers and maps. He reached to the top shelf and pulled down a small, wooden box.

I recognized it. The box from five years ago. The one I’d found on his shelf earlier, that held the shell necklace.

He placed it on the desk and opened it.

Inside, beside the necklace, were other things. A photograph, faded and curled. I picked it up. It was a picture of us, from that weekend five years ago. We were on this very dock, laughing, my head thrown back, his arm around my waist. We looked young, carefree, drenched in summer light.

I hadn’t known he’d taken it.

“There’s more,” he said, his voice hesitant.

I looked. There was a dried, brittle piece of seaweed—the kind we’d found tangled in our feet that first day. A small, smooth stone from the beach. And a folded piece of paper.

I unfolded the paper. It was a note, in my handwriting. I’d written it that weekend, a stupid, romantic thing I’d left on his pillow before I slipped away in the morning. It said: Thank you for the sky.

I’d forgotten about it completely.

“You kept all this?” My voice was thick.

“Yeah.”

“Why?”

He leaned against the desk, looking at the artifacts. “Because it was the only proof I had that it happened. That you were real. That what we did was real. Sometimes… I’d doubt it. Think I’d dreamed it. So I’d open the box. And it was real.”

I touched each item, feeling the weight of five years of his silent keeping. “You never tried to find me?”

“I knew where you were. DC. Your job. I could’ve. But I didn’ want to pull you back if you didn’ want to come. I wanted you to choose it.”

I looked at him, his face earnest in the lamplight. “I chose it.”

“Yeah.”

He took the necklace from the box and fastened it around my neck again, his fingers gentle on my skin. “Now it’s yours. Officially.”

I touched the shell, warm again from the room’s heat. “It already was.”

He kissed me, his lips soft on mine. Then he closed the box and put it back on the shelf. “Now you know.”

We went back to the couch. The emotional revelation had left me feeling exposed, raw. He seemed to sense it. He held me, not talking, just letting me process.

After a while, my body began to stir again, a slow, deep awakening. The intensity of the shower sex had been one kind of need—physical, urgent. Now, a different need was rising—one that wanted to claim, to mark, to bind in a way that went beyond flesh.

I shifted on his lap, turning to face him fully. “Jonah.”

He read my eyes. “What do you need?”

I took a breath, the words forming clearly in my mind. “I need… to belong to you. In every way. And I need you to belong to me.”

He understood. His eyes darkened, his breathing deepened. “The way we did before.”

“Yes. But now. With words.”

He stood, lifting me with him. “Then we’ll do it.”

He led me to the bedroom. This time, the atmosphere was different. It was solemn, intentional. He lit a single candle on the dresser, casting a soft, golden glow over the room.

He stood before me, taking my hands. “Tell me what you want, Mira. In words.”

I looked into his eyes. “I want you to… claim me. To make me yours. In the way that we… that we used to. With your… with your body. I want to feel it on me, in me. I want to wear it.”

His grip on my hands tightened. “And what will you give me?”

“I’ll give you the same. I’ll claim you. I’ll mark you. You’ll wear me.”

He nodded, a sharp, accepting nod. “Okay.”

He began to undress me, slowly, piece by piece. The hoodie, the sweatpants, my underwear. He laid each item aside, as if performing a ritual. When I was naked, he undressed himself, his movements deliberate.

We stood naked before each other in the candlelight. Our bodies were familiar now, but in this light, they looked new, sacred.

He came to me, kissing me not with passion, but with reverence. His lips touched mine, then my forehead, my eyelids, my throat. He knelt and kissed my belly, my hips, my thighs. Then he rose.

“Lie down,” he said softly.

I lay on the bed, the quilt cool beneath my back. He positioned himself over me, but not for sex. He held himself above me, his cock hanging heavy, but not touching me.

“Open your mouth,” he instructed.

I obeyed, opening my lips.

He took his cock in his hand and guided it to my mouth. He didn’t push in. He just let the head rest on my tongue. “Taste me.”

I tasted the salt-skin flavor of him, the unique musk that was Jonah. I licked, gently, and he shuddered.

Then he withdrew. He moved down my body, his cock trailing over my skin, leaving a faint, damp path. He painted me with himself, a slow, deliberate marking. Over my breasts, my stomach, the inside of my thighs.

I watched, my breath shallow, my heart pounding. This was what I’d wanted five years ago, and had been too afraid to ask for. This was what he’d given me then, without words. Now, with words, it was an act of mutual surrender.

When he reached my pussy, he paused. He looked at me, his eyes asking permission.

“Yes,” I breathed.

He rubbed his cock over my clit, my folds, coating me with his essence. The sensation was intensely erotic, a primal claiming that made my body arch off the bed.

Then he entered me.

This time, the penetration was slow, ceremonial. He pushed in inch by inch, watching my face. When he was fully inside, he held still, his body trembling with restraint.

“You’re mine,” he said, the words a low vow.

“Yes.”

He began to move, a deep, rocking rhythm that felt less like fucking and more like a binding. Each thrust sealed the promise. I rose to meet him, wanting to take him deeper, to hold him inside me forever.

The pace increased, driven by a growing urgency. My hands clutched at his back, my nails digging in, marking him in my own way. He groaned, his thrusts becoming harder, faster.

“Come inside me,” I begged, the words a plea and a command.

He obeyed. With a final, powerful surge, he drove into me, his body locking. I felt the hot rush of his release, filling me, claiming me from the inside. I cried out, my own orgasm breaking in response, a wave of pleasure that washed through every cell.

We collapsed together, spent, joined.

He stayed inside me for long minutes, both of us breathing in the scent of sex and candle wax. Then he gently withdrew.

He fetched the cloth again, but this time, he didn’t clean me immediately. He looked at me, at the evidence of our joining on my skin.

“Leave it,” I whispered.

He nodded, understanding. He lay beside me, pulling me into his arms. We would wear each other tonight, let the marks dry on our skin, a testament.

We slept like that, tangled, marked.

In the morning, I woke to the faint smell of us on my skin, and to Jonah already awake, watching me.

“Today,” he said, his voice morning-rough, “we finish the north beds. Then we’re done with the storm repairs.”

I stretched, feeling the pleasant soreness inside me. “Okay.”

He kissed my shoulder, where a faint, dried mark from him remained. “Then we start planning the next season. Together.”

The word together hung in the air, solid and real.

We got up, showered quickly—this time a practical, efficient cleaning—and dressed for work. The day was clear, cold, brilliant. We worked on the north beds, repairing the last of the storm damage, our movements synchronized now, a partnership forged in mud and sweat and sex.

By afternoon, it was done. The farm stood restored, the fences straight, the cages orderly.

We stood on the dock, looking out at our work. The water was calm, reflecting the blue sky.

“It’s a good farm,” Jonah said.

“It is.”

He turned to me. “It’s your farm.”

I shook my head. “It’s ours.”

He smiled, a slow, deep smile that lit his eyes. “Yeah. Ours.”

He took my hand, and we walked back to the house, to the warmth of the woodstove, to the simple supper we would make together, to the bed where we would sleep again, marked and claimed and belonging.

The rebuilding was complete. The future was beginning. And I was home.
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