

Wanting My Best Friend’s Daughter

Book Two

Tayden E. Collins


Copyright © 2026 Tayden E. Collins

All rights reserved.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

No part of this book may be reproduced, scanned, or distributed in any printed or electronic form without permission from the author, except in the case of brief quotations used for review purposes.

Cover design by Tayden E. Collins

First edition – January 2026

Wanting My Best Friend’s Daughter

Book Two

This book contains adult content intended for mature readers only.


New to Vanessa & Kara?

Their story begins in Wanting My Best Friend’s Daughter – Book One.

Each book deepens their connection as they navigate desire, loyalty, and the consequences of being seen.

To experience their journey fully, start at the beginning.

Read Book One on Amazon,

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0GD1JYBBH


For the one who stood with me in unfamiliar light,
who trusted time, weather, and patience,
and showed me that love can be steady without being loud—
that some bonds are built to last because they do.


Table of Contents

Chapter One: Loud & Small Gestures

Chapter Two: Breaking Point

Chapter Three: Echoes In Everything

Chapter Four: Mine Now

Chapter Five: Long Flight

Chapter Six: What We Don’t Say

Chapter Seven: Hot Water

Chapter Eight: Thin Walls & Even Thinner Floors

Chapter Nine: Your Downfall

Excerpt from Wanting My Best Friend’s Daughter, Book 3

About the Author

Want More?


Content Warning

This book is intended for mature readers and contains an age-gap romance between consenting adults, consensual MDLG / D/s dynamics, strong language, and depictions of emotionally abusive and controlling behavior within a family. Intended for mature readers only.


Chapter One: Loud & Small Gestures

It was just after 10:30 PM when Kara finished getting ready for bed.

The bathroom light cast a soft glow against her skin as she splashed cool water on her face, the scent of her cucumber cleanser mingling with the steam from the shower she'd taken earlier. She brushed her teeth with meticulous care, the bristles tracing familiar patterns across gums and tongue, followed by the practiced glide of floss between each tooth. In her bedroom, she laid out tomorrow's work attire—charcoal trousers, a cream silk blouse, and the blazer with the subtle pinstripes that made her feel powerful without announcing it. These small rituals moved through her with the ease of breathing, perfected over years of living alone. Comfortable. Unrushed. Strangely relaxed, even with all the uncertainty that remained.

She climbed into bed in a soft T-shirt and slipped beneath the covers, switching off the lamp beside her bed. The dark settled easily. Kara lay there for a moment, hands folded loosely over her stomach, letting the day finish draining out of her.

Vanessa surfaced in her mind—not as an image, but as a presence. The memory of her kisses bloomed on Kara's lips, phantom pressure that made her own mouth part. The echo of her moans vibrated low in Kara's throat, the specific pitch of her pleasure when Kara's fingers curved inside her. That final cry—raw and unrestrained—replayed behind Kara's closed eyes, and a fresh heat bloomed low in her belly. The memory of Vanessa's slickness, the way her inner walls had gripped Kara's fingers in pulsing waves—it wasn't just a thought. It was a physical response, a phantom touch that made Kara's thighs press together beneath the sheets.

Kara reached for her phone.

Did you get home okay?

She set the phone down on the nightstand and waited, eyes tracing the faint outline of the ceiling. The reply came not even a minute later.

Yes. Going to bed now.

Good, Kara typed. You should get some rest.

There was a pause. Then:

I will. Thank you.

Kara smiled, small and private, and typed one last message.

Sleep well.

She didn't wait for a response. Kara placed the phone on the nightstand, the glass cool against her fingertips. She turned onto her side, pulling the blanket up to her shoulder, the familiar weight a small comfort in the quiet room. The faint scent of Vanessa's perfume lingered on her pillow—a subtle reminder of the evening that made her breath catch. Sleep came soon, a small smile still playing on her lips as she drifted off, the memory of Vanessa's touch a warmth that spread through her chest.

Sometime after midnight, the phone lit up silently on the nightstand.

A message arrived.

Then another.

Kara didn’t stir. Her breathing stayed even, her face relaxed in the dark. Whatever Vanessa had typed—thoughts spilling out too late, words meant for a quiet hour—went unread, waiting in the glow of the screen until morning.

The night passed without disturbance.

And Kara slept.

***

The alarm hadn’t yet sounded when Kara’s eyes opened, adjusting to the soft gray light that seeped through the gaps in her bedroom curtains. The room was still hushed, caught in that quiet space between night and day when the world seemed to hold its breath. She lay there for a moment, her body resting heavily against the mattress, her breathing slow and even. Outside, the low growl of a garbage truck somewhere down the street drifted faintly through the morning air.

A pleasant soreness settled through her body, the kind that came not from effort but from closeness, from a night that had slipped past her careful routines. She felt rested, unguarded, her muscles loose in a way that felt earned and undeserved all at once. Even with questions tugging at the edges of her thoughts, her body had already decided to relax.

She reached for her phone where she'd left it on the nightstand. After she unlocked it, the screen lit up with two notifications, both messages from Vanessa, timestamps reading 1:47 AM and 1:52 AM.

Kara didn't open them immediately.

Instead, she slipped out of bed, her bare feet sinking into the plush carpet as she moved toward the bathroom. The morning ritual began without conscious thought—cool water splashed on her face, the methodical sweep of her toothbrush, the sharp mint of mouthwash. Downstairs, she pressed a single-serve pod into her coffee maker, the machine's familiar whir and hiss filling the quiet kitchen.

Only when the mug was warm in her hands did she finally return to the messages, her thumb hovering for a moment before tapping open the conversation.

The first made her breath catch.

Damn, I miss you. Wish I was with you cuddling.

The second had followed a few minutes later.

I can't wait to see you again. I hope we can meet again very, very soon.

Kara closed her eyes briefly. The warmth of the coffee spread through her hands, matched by a different heat blooming in her body. The recognition of being wanted without demand.

She didn't feel startled by it.

She didn't feel trapped by it.

She took a slow sip, the black coffee bittersweet on her tongue, then set the mug down on the counter. After she’d dressed and packed her work bag—after the day had taken its familiar shape—she picked up her phone again.

Good morning, Vanessa, she typed. I was asleep when you texted.

Her fingers paused over the screen before continuing:

I'm looking forward to seeing you too.

She added, after a moment's hesitation:

We could meet Friday, if that works for you.

Kara slipped the phone into her bag, her heart fluttering—just a little—grabbed her keys from the hook by the door, and stepped out into the morning. The day waited for her, steady and predictable, and that felt right.

Vanessa, however, had other plans.

***

Midmorning, Kara pushed back from her desk and headed for the breakroom.

Her screen was filled with clean columns and bullet points—notes she’d already revised twice, tidy and precise in a way that soothed her. The morning had settled into its usual rhythm: emails answered, calendar blocks respected, the quiet hum of productivity she moved through without thinking. She liked mornings like this. As boring as they could be.

Thoughts of Vanessa lingered from the night before—warm, insistent, threaded through with guilt. Her smile. Her kneeling. The quiet whisper at Kara’s ear as she left.

You mean everything to me.

Years of practice had made Kara good at shutting out distractions, but this one seeped in anyway, settling where discipline usually held firm. Her heels clicked against the linoleum as she walked the hall, fingers lifting to rake through her hair.

The break room was empty when she stepped inside. Sunlight filtered through the narrow windows, catching on the dark granite counter. Kara pulled a paper cup from the dispenser and set it beneath the coffee machine. The scent bloomed almost immediately—dark, familiar, grounding.

She leaned against the counter while it brewed, scrolling idly through her phone. No new messages. She told herself she didn’t mind.

When the machine beeped, she poured the coffee, added a splash of cream, and took a careful sip. Still too hot.

She turned to leave—

—and stopped.

There, on her desk, she could see there was a tall glass vase filled with roses.

Not a polite arrangement. Not something subtle or easily overlooked. These were lush, heavy blooms—deep reds and soft blush tones—arranged with care. They filled the room in a way that felt almost intrusive. The scent reached her before she fully stepped inside, rich and unmistakably romantic, tightening something low in her chest.

Kara stopped short, the paper cup warm against her palm. For a beat, there was nothing in her mind at all.

She crossed the room slowly, measured, as though sudden movement might draw more attention than the flowers already had. No card was visible at first glance. Just the vase, set squarely at the center of her desk, perfectly placed—too intentional to be accidental.

Footsteps passed the doorway. A pause. Then another set.

“Wow,” someone said, light and amused. “Lucky you.”

Kara’s mouth curved into something that might pass for a smile. She stepped back into the hall, lifting her hand toward the reception desk.

“Amy—” Her voice was steady enough. “Did you see who brought this in?”

Amy barely looked up. “Just the usual delivery person.”

Kara nodded once, the motion small. She turned back into her office and closed the door behind her, waiting until the latch clicked before crossing to her desk. She set the coffee down with care, then reached for the small envelope tucked discreetly beneath the ribbon—hidden, at least, if anyone hadn’t been looking too closely.

I didn’t want you to wait until Friday.

No signature. None was needed.

Kara closed her eyes briefly, the words settling with a mix of excitement and unease. This—this—was not her style. Public. Unavoidable. Excessive.

And yet.

She straightened the vase by half an inch, aligning it with the edge of her desk. She could have moved it somewhere less visible. She considered it.

Instead, she left it where it was.

By ten-thirty, Kara worked, focused and precise, though she was acutely aware of the roses in her peripheral vision—their color, their scent, the way they occupied space she usually kept neutral.

At eleven, as she was finishing up a paragraph, her phone buzzed softly.

Did they arrive?

Kara didn’t respond right away. She read the message more than once, then locked her phone and returned to her work. She finished the sentence. Saved the document. Closed it and leaned back.

Only then did she type back.

Yes.

Three dots appeared almost instantly.

Too much?

Kara’s gaze drifted back to the flowers—to the way they softened the sharp lines of her desk, how they didn’t feel out of place there at all, like a kind of romance she’d never let herself have.

Not too much. Thank you.

A pause. Then:

Good. Can’t wait to see you again.

Kara exhaled slowly, her jaw setting as she glanced toward the door, then the hall beyond it. The office suddenly felt less private, the glass too clear, the walls too thin. She turned her phone face down on the desk.

She didn’t reply again.

At eleven forty-five, there was a knock at her door.

Kara looked up, expecting David or Susan from accounting. Instead, a delivery driver stood in the doorway, holding a large paper bag and a sealed cup.

“Delivery for Kara,” he said, glancing at his phone.

“Yes,” she said, rising. “That’s me. But—I didn’t order anything.”

“No?” He checked the screen again. “Looks like it was placed by a Vanessa Martin.”

Kara’s eyes widened before she could stop herself. She glanced down the hall, then smoothed her expression into something neutral. “Oh. Yes. I know who that is. Thank you. What do I owe you?”

“It’s already paid for.” He passed her the bag and cup with a cheerful nod. “Have a good one.”

“Thank you,” Kara said, already reaching for the door as she closed it behind him.

The bag was warm in her hands, the smell unmistakable—fresh, indulgent, the kind of lunch she never ordered for herself on workdays. She set it on her desk beside the roses, the pairing almost absurd in its abundance.

She sat back down slowly, the chair gliding beneath her with its usual quiet ease. Around her, the office hummed on—phones ringing softly, keyboards clicking, life continuing as it always did.

And yet.

Her desk felt different now. Lived in. Claimed in a way that wasn’t invasive, exactly—but unmistakably intentional.

She took a sip of the smoothie, the cold sweetness cutting through the lingering bitterness of her coffee. It was good. Too good. She shook her head slightly, a quiet laugh escaping her before she could stop it.

Her phone buzzed again.

Hope you enjoy lunch, Vanessa had written. I just wanted you to feel taken care of.

Kara rested her forearms on the desk and closed her eyes, letting the moment settle.

She had built her life around not needing this. Around competence, independence, quiet control. Around being the one who showed up, not the one surprised.

And yet, here she was—surrounded by roses, lunch she hadn’t planned, attention she hadn’t asked for but couldn’t deny wanting.

Thank you, she typed finally. You didn’t have to.

The reply came a moment later.

I know.

Kara smiled, small and helpless, and turned back to her work—resolute, composed, and just a little undone.

The heat hit her the moment she stepped out of the car.

It was the kind of late-afternoon warmth that settled into the bones—humid but not oppressive, the air thick with the scent of cut grass and sun-warmed pavement. Kara shut the car door and stood for a second in the driveway, keys still in her hand, listening to the cicadas buzz lazily from the trees at the edge of the yard.

Four o’clock. Too early for shadows to stretch. Too late for the day to feel unfinished.

She walked up the short path to the front door, already loosening the buttons at her collar, already shifting into the quieter version of herself that lived here.

That was when she saw it.

A small cardboard box sat neatly on the doormat, sealed with clear tape. An Amazon label was affixed to the top—barcode, tracking number, her name printed in blocky black type. Ordinary. Impersonal.

Her first instinct was confusion. Then a jolt of something unexpected placed too close to her private life. She glanced down the street on reflex, though there was no one in sight. The neighborhood lay still under the afternoon sun, windows dark, lawns empty.

She bent and picked up the package, lighter than she expected.

Inside, she locked the door behind her and leaned back against it, the quiet of the house closing in all at once. In the sudden stillness, the box felt louder somehow—its presence impossible to ignore.

Kara carried it to the kitchen and set it on the counter. She reached for a knife from the block, hesitated, then slit the tape cleanly.

Inside was a folded sheet of paper, the message typed, spare and precise.

Think of me while you use this.

—V

Her breath caught—not sharply, but deep, as though something low in her chest had been stirred awake. She read it again.

She pushed aside the crumpled brown packing paper, slower now, until her fingers found a smaller package nested beneath. She drew it out, then stopped, pulse ticking loud in her ears.

It was a vibrator.

Heat crept up her neck, slow, settling into a place she kept carefully contained—filed away for later, for privacy, for when she could decide what to do with it on her own terms.

This was not subtle.

This was not careful.

And yet, Vanessa hadn’t crossed the line Kara feared most. She hadn’t shown up unannounced. She hadn’t called. She hadn’t asked for anything in return.

She’d simply left something behind—quiet, intentional—like a thought Kara couldn’t set down once it had been placed in her hands.

Kara fanned herself once, then went to the sink and filled a glass with water. She drank it too quickly, throat tightening, and set it aside.

Outside, cicadas buzzed on, relentless. A car passed somewhere down the street. The house remained still, unchanged by the fact that Kara’s pulse refused to settle.

She rested her hands on the counter and stared straight ahead, catching her own reflection faintly in the darkened window glass.

This was the part she resisted—the quiet reckoning. Not with desire itself, but with the knowledge that she had opened the door to it. That she had not been swept along, or mistaken, or careless—she had allowed it.

Vanessa was twenty-one. An adult. Kara held to that truth with practiced clarity. Old enough to choose. Old enough to want.

Which meant the choice she was questioning now was her own.

So why did it feel like something she ought to apologize for?

She thought, briefly and with a trace of irony, of Melanie—of the sharp certainty she’d carried since high school, the rules she’d never questioned, the way she’d spoken about women like Kara as if they were hypothetical problems instead of real people. Kara had learned early how to be careful. How to be quiet. How to keep what mattered from showing.

And yet here she was, alone in her kitchen, heat still lingering under her skin, aware of exactly where she had allowed this to go—and of how little she wanted to pull back now that she’d seen the shape of it.

Kara stood in the kitchen for another moment, then reached for her phone before she could talk herself out of it.

Vanessa, we should talk. Call me when you can, please?

She set the phone face down on the counter, as if that might keep it from answering back.

It buzzed less than a minute later.

I’m at a friend’s. Give me ten minutes—I can call you then.

Kara stared at the heart emoji and exhaled through her nose.

That’s fine.

Ten minutes. Enough time to rehearse. Enough time to decide what to say, how to say it. She walked to the living room and lay back on the couch. This was simple. Clear. She would say it kindly. She would say it firmly. She would put things back where they belonged.

Her phone rang.

The screen lit up with Vanessa’s name, and for a split second Kara considered letting it go to voicemail. Instead, she answered.

“Hi,” Vanessa said.

It was just her voice—sweet, familiar, unguarded—but something in Kara loosened immediately, the careful language she’d lined up slipping out of reach. A faint, unfocused electricity spread through her head.

“Hi,” Kara replied, softer than she meant to.

There was a pause on the other end. Not empty—attentive.

“Everything alright?” Vanessa asked, a touch of panic seeping through her tone.

Kara sat up on the couch, putting her feet on the rug. Her gaze drifted to the window. Late-afternoon light pooled across the rug, dust motes suspended in it.

“I—” She stopped, tried again. “I wanted to talk about… about everything.”

“Okay,” Vanessa said gently. She didn’t rush her.

“Are you alone?”

“Yeah.” A soft exhale. “I’m just at my car.”

Kara leaned forward slightly, eyes fixed on the quiet street outside. “Where are you parked?”

A beat passed.

“Kara,” Vanessa said, the ease gone now, replaced with something careful. “I don’t like how you’re talking. You’re scaring me. Please don’t tell me you changed your mind.”

Kara’s fingers curled into the couch cushion. She let out a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding.

“I know I bombarded you today,” Vanessa continued, quicker now. Then, slower, “I just wanted to say I’m sorry if the gifts were too much. I know that might have crossed a line.”

Silence stretched between them, thin and charged.

“Sweetheart,” Kara said at last. “I loved them. I just… I’m not used to being seen like that. At work.”

“I’m sorry,” Vanessa said quietly. “I won’t do it again.” A pause. “Can we meet?”

“Sure,” Kara said. “You can stop by.”

The breath on the other end changed—louder, uneven. A hitch, then another.

Kara straightened on the couch. She hadn’t seen this coming—the way the intensity broke loose all at once, heavy and disorienting, want braided so tightly with guilt she couldn’t tell where one ended and the other began.

“Vanessa?” she said gently. “Are you alright?”

“Yeah. I—” Vanessa’s voice broke, breath catching. “I just—please. Let’s talk about this. I can’t—”

Kara didn’t hesitate. “Honey, just come over,” she said, steady now. “Do you want me to stay on the line with you while you drive?”

A small pause. Then, barely above a breath—

“…Yes.”


Chapter Two: Breaking Point

Kara was still in her work clothes when Vanessa pulled into the driveway.

For a brief, irrational moment, she considered telling her to park in the garage—out of sight, contained. The thought passed as quickly as it came. It would be unnecessary. If Melanie asked, Kara could explain it away easily. From the outside, nothing about this was strange. Vanessa was just stopping by. People did that.

She stayed on the phone as Vanessa cut the engine.

“I’m here,” Vanessa said quietly.

“I know,” Kara replied. “I see you.”

Through the front window, she watched Vanessa step out of the car and pause at the edge of the drive, shoulders sloped, head bowed. She didn’t rush. Every movement was careful, measured, like she was bracing herself for something unseen. When she reached the porch, she hesitated again before lifting her hand to knock.

Kara opened the door before she could.

Vanessa startled, then dropped her gaze. Kara stepped aside without comment.

“Come in.”

Vanessa followed her into the living room. Kara ended the call and set her phone on a side table. The house felt different with her in it—not crowded, just altered. As if the air had shifted and hadn’t quite settled yet.

Vanessa stopped just inside the room, arms close to her body, eyes skimming the space without landing anywhere.

“Drink?” Kara asked, already moving toward the kitchen. “Water, tea, juice.”

“Water,” Vanessa said. Her voice barely carried.

Kara filled a glass at the sink. She could feel the quiet stretching behind her, the weight of Vanessa’s presence without movement. When she turned back, Vanessa was still standing exactly where she’d left her, hands clasped, waiting.

Kara handed her the glass.

Vanessa’s fingers trembled slightly as she took it. She drank too fast, then stopped, swallowing hard, and set the glass down with care on the coffee table. Her gaze stayed fixed on the floor.

“I shouldn’t have come,” she said.

Kara felt the pull of it immediately—not panic, not guilt. Assessment. The instinct to intervene before the spiral took hold. Vanessa wasn’t falling apart yet. But she was close.

“Sit,” Kara said.

The word landed evenly, without heat or softness. A directive.

Vanessa obeyed at once, sinking onto the couch, shoulders folding inward. Kara sat beside her, close enough to anchor, far enough to maintain space. She didn’t fill the silence. She let it do its work.

“I just—” Vanessa tried, then stopped. Her voice caught. “I don’t know what I’m doing.”

Kara watched her for a moment. The way her hands twisted together. The way her breathing hadn’t quite steadied.

Her hand settled on Vanessa’s thigh—not gentle, not heavy. Intentional. Grounding. A reminder of where she was.

“You don’t need to,” Kara said. “Not today.”

Vanessa exhaled, shaky.

“I’m not angry,” Kara continued. “About the gifts. About any of it.”

She paused.

“It was romantic of you. Thoughtful. You put care into it, and I noticed.”

Her hand stayed steady on Vanessa’s thigh.

“This is just unfamiliar territory for me.”

Vanessa leaned forward slightly toward Kara, her lip trembling. Kara's gaze darkened as she watched her, her eyes flicking to the open drapes where the afternoon light poured in, too bright, too exposing. She stood and crossed the room, pulling the curtains closed until the room softened into shadow.

When she turned back, Vanessa was watching her, her eyes wide and vulnerable. Kara ran a hand through her own hair, then knelt in front of Vanessa, the rug pressing into her knees. Vanessa let out a soft sigh, her body relaxing just a fraction.

Kara took Vanessa’s hand, her thumb brushing once over her knuckles before lifting it to her lips. The kiss was quiet, meant only for her. When she looked up, Vanessa’s eyes were wet.

Kara reached up and cupped her face, thumbs brushing the tears away as they fell.

“We’ll go at your pace,” she said. “I’ll keep us there.”

She waited.

Vanessa’s mouth parted slightly, and she nodded.

Their mouths met in a kiss that was both tender and desperate, a collision of guilt and want. Kara pulled Vanessa to the floor, their bodies tangling on the rug in front of the couch, the world outside the curtains fading away until there was only this—this moment, this feeling, this impossible thing between them that felt both wrong and more right than anything had in years.

No. Ever.

Kara shifted to be behind Vanessa, her lips finding the sensitive curve of her neck as her hands traced the lines of Vanessa's body through her clothes. Her fingers drifted upward, brushing over the swell of Vanessa's breasts before slipping lower, dipping beneath the waistband of her jeans to claim the heat waiting there.

Vanessa's breath hitched, a soft curse barely audible as Kara's fingers kneaded harder, though still over the fabric of her jeans. Kara drove her thigh into Vanessa's ass, pressing her weight down until Vanessa was pinned beneath her, grinding from behind. Vanessa moaned and whined, the sound swallowed by the rug beneath them, muffled against her own skin as her body arched back, seeking more. Kara felt the tremor that ran through Vanessa's thighs, the way her hips tilted instinctively, riding her thigh, a silent plea for more pressure, more contact. Kara leaned in close.

“Is this okay?” she whispered, pressing a soft kiss to Vanessa's cheek.

Vanessa's breath was a warm puff against her face.

“Yes. I want more. Please. I need it.”

Breathless, Kara sat up and leaned back against the couch, her chest rising and falling with each ragged breath. When Vanessa looked at her, Kara made a small gesture with two fingers—a quiet command to come closer, to sit up with her.

Vanessa turned toward her, movements hesitant, her hair now tousled. In a low voice that sent shivers down Vanessa's spine, Kara said, “Turn around. Please.”

Vanessa obeyed without question, and Kara's hands found her waist, guiding her back until Vanessa was settled against her front, positioned between Kara's legs at an angle that allowed her to look back while Kara's mouth could still reach her from behind.

Kara bent forward, her lips pressing against Vanessa's ear. She whispered, “You are so beautiful.”

Vanessa's breath caught, a sharp intake that made Kara's lips curl into a smile against the sensitive skin of her neck. Kara's fingertips traced the delicate bones of Vanessa's collarbone before her palm settled gently, possessively, over her throat. The pressure was light, more claim than threat, and Vanessa tilted her head back instinctively, exposing herself further.

“Thank you, Mommy,” Vanessa breathed, the words barely audible.

Kara's lips kissed the top of Vanessa's shoulder, her hands moving lower, cupping Vanessa's breasts, squeezing gently. She heard Vanessa inhale sharply, felt her tense beneath her touch, and Kara paused, her lips hovering over Vanessa's skin.

“What?” Vanessa asked, her voice breathy.

Kara smiled, her lips brushing against the back of Vanessa's ear. “Nothing,” she murmured. “Just thinking about how perfect you are.”

Vanessa's breath hitched, and she turned her head to look back at Kara. Her eyes were wide and dark, her lips parted slightly.

“I want to touch you,” Kara said. “Will you let me?”

Vanessa's brow furrowed, her eyes darting back and forth. Then she nodded once, a small jerk of her chin. Kara grinned and stood, her hands coming around to unbutton Vanessa's pants, thumbs hooking and teasing her waistband.

She could see Vanessa watching her hands, her breath coming in short gasps.

Her hands moved lower, skimming over the smooth fabric of Vanessa's panties. she looked down between them, and her eyes widened when she saw the lacy pink thong. She pulled on the waistband and let it snap playfully. Her fingers ventured in to tease Vanessa through them, watched her lips part as she let a soft moan. Kara smiled when she felt the heat radiating through the material.

“You're wearing a thong?” she said, her voice husky.

“Yes,” Vanessa looked back at her suddenly shy.

“I didn't think nice girls like you wore them,” Kara murmured, her eyes running over the trim curves of Vanessa's body.

“Sometimes,” Vanessa said, face growing redder.

“Why?” Kara asked, her hands moving to cup Vanessa's ass.

“I dunno. It just... feels right.”

“Is that why you wear pink underwear?” Kara teased, her lips brushing against Vanessa's ear.

Vanessa laughed softly. “Maybe,” she said. “I don't know. But it feels right. Does Mommy like them?”

Kara smiled, her lips brushing against Vanessa's cheek. “Yes, but I love anything you wear. Let's take them off.”

Vanessa leaned forward, her hands braced against the floor as she rose to her knees. The movement was slow, deliberate, her back arching as she lifted her hips. Kara watched, her breath catching, as Vanessa shimmied out of the panties and jeans in one fluid motion, the fabric sliding down her thighs and pooling at her knees. The curve of her ass, bare and exposed, sent a jolt through Kara—sharp, immediate. Vanessa paused, her head bowed, her breathing shallow, as if waiting for Kara's approval. Kara's gaze lingered, tracing the lines of Vanessa's body, the soft swell of her hips, the way the light caught her skin. She reached out, her fingers brushing against the small of Vanessa's back, a silent acknowledgment that made Vanessa shiver.

Vanessa sat back and let the clothes pool at her ankles.

“Better?” Vanessa's leaned back against kara and looked up with open adoring eyes.

“Yes. Better.”

Kara's hands drifted over Vanessa's shirt, tracing the curve of her belly before moving upward to cup her breasts through the fabric. Vanessa's head fell back against Kara's shoulder, her eyes fluttering closed as Kara's lips found the sensitive skin of her neck.

“Let me see you,” Kara murmured, her fingers hooking under the hem of Vanessa's shirt.

Vanessa shifted, lifting her arms as Kara pulled the fabric upward. She watched Kara's hands, her breath catching as the shirt cleared her breasts. The front clasp of her bra was a simple metal hook, and Kara's fingers made quick work of it, letting the fabric fall away.

Vanessa's breasts spilled free, paler than the rest of her body from the bikini tops she favored, nipples still relaxed. Kara's hands returned, massaging them tenderly, her thumbs brushing over the nipples until they hardened beneath her touch. Vanessa let out soft murmurs, her body arching into Kara's hands as Kara continued to kiss her neck, her lips trailing down to her shoulder. Vanessa's hands came up to grip Kara's thighs.

Kara's voice was low, a murmur against Vanessa's skin. “This is how I want you,” she said, her hands tracing the curve of Vanessa's waist. “Bare for me.”

Vanessa panted. She leaned into Kara's touch, her head falling back against Kara's shoulder as Kara's fingers continued their exploration, mapping every inch of exposed skin with a reverence that made Vanessa's breath catch.

“Please,” Vanessa whispered, the word barely audible in the quiet room.

Kara smiled, her lips brushing against Vanessa's cheek. “Please what?” she asked, her voice soft but firm.

Vanessa's cheeks flushed, her gaze dropping to where Kara's hands rested on her hips. “Please... touch me,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper.

Kara's hand drifted lower, fingers brushing against the soft skin of Vanessa's inner thigh before dipping between her legs. She found Vanessa already wet, ready for her touch. Kara's fingers circled Vanessa's clit as her other hand moved upward, cupping the weight of Vanessa's breast, squeezing harder than before.

Vanessa arched back against her, body fitting perfectly against Kara's as her breathing grew ragged. Soft moans escaped her lips, her head falling back against the cushion. Kara's tongue traced a path up Vanessa's neck, then she sucked hard, drawing out another moan from Vanessa's throat.

Vanessa's eyes fluttered closed, and Kara watched her for a moment, as her hands worked admiring the way her chest rose and fell, the pulse in her throat. She ran a finger along Vanessa's arm, her palm cool against the warmth of Vanessa's skin.

“Does that feel good, baby?” Kara asked, her voice soft.

Vanessa opened her eyes and looked at Kara, her expression pensive. “Yes,” she said. “I want your fingers inside me.” Vanessa opened wider and bucked her hips.

“Let's have you lay on the couch. So that I can. Would you like that sweetheart?”

“Yes.”

Vanessa sat forward and turned, Kara knelt and helped her take of the bra fully. They stood, Kara still in her work clothes and Vanessa completely naked. Kara picked up a throw-blanket laid it across the cushions. Without a word Kara guided Vanessa softly back onto the couch.

Vanessa leaned forward as Kara knelt between her legs, their mouths meeting in a kiss that was both tender and hungry. Vanessa's hands moved with purpose, fingers working at the buttons of Kara's blouse, undoing them one by one. She pulled back slightly, her gaze never leaving Kara's as she slipped her hand beneath the fabric, into the cup of Kara's bra. Kara watched her carefully as she kneaded, her breath catching as Vanessa's fingers circled her nipple, sending a jolt of pleasure through her. Kara's eyes fluttered closed for a moment before opening again.

Vanessa withdrew her hand slowly, her movements hesitant as she reached for the remaining buttons of Kara's shirt. Kara stood, her body arching slightly as Vanessa finished unbuttoning the blouse, letting it fall open, she shrugged out of it. With a quick motion, Kara reached behind her and unclasped her bra, letting it slide down her arms. Her breasts spilled free, pale and full in the dim light of the room. Vanessa's eyes widened, her lips parting slightly.

Kara lowered herself onto the couch, her body covering Vanessa's, the weight of her breasts pressing against Vanessa's chest. She settled beside her, propped on an elbow, watching as Vanessa's hands found her breasts, cupping them before taking one nipple into her mouth. The warmth of Vanessa's tongue sent a shiver through Kara, her breath catching as she reached down, her fingers finding Vanessa's pussy again. Vanessa's legs fell open, an invitation Kara didn't hesitate to accept.

“You're so tight,” Kara murmured, smiling. “Let Mommy loosen up that shy little pussy.”

Vanessa moaned against her nipple as Kara pushed a finger inside, the sound vibrating through Kara's skin. The suckling grew harder, more insistent, sending a jolt straight to Kara's core. Kara's body responded with a deep, steady pulse that radiated through her inner walls as her finger found its rhythm. She watched Vanessa's face, the way her eyelids fluttered and her lips moved with each measured thrust. The wet heat of Vanessa's pussy gripped her, pulling her deeper with each stroke, the sound of her wetness filling the room. Kara added a second finger, stretching Vanessa deliberately, feeling resistance give way as a series of moans tumbled from her mouth, muffled against Kara’s breast.

Vanessa's hips rose to meet her movements, a silent plea for more. Kara's thumb circled Vanessa's clit as she pumped, her own breath catching at the sight of Vanessa arching beside her, completely surrendered to the pleasure she was giving.

Vanessa released Kara's nipple with a soft gasp, her back arching as Kara's fingers curved inside her. A ragged sound escaped her throat, something between a whimper and a sob, as her head fell to the side to rest against Kara's breast. Drool trailed from the corner of her mouth, mixing with the sweat beading on her skin.

Kara felt the rhythmic clenching around her fingers, felt Vanessa's thigh trembling where it pressed against her own. Kara held still, letting the ache build between her thighs without giving in to the urge to move against it. She squeezed her legs together, just enough to feel the pressure, then forced herself to breathe through it. She kept her hand still, buried deep, as the pulses subsided into slow, languid tremors.

“That's good baby,” Kara murmured, her voice low and soothing. “You did so good for Mommy. Feel better now?”

Vanessa's eyes fluttered open, her breathing growing deeper but still ragged. “Yes,” she breathed, her voice thick with satisfaction. “So much better.”

Kara took a deep breath, looking down at the woman beneath her. She withdrew her fingers carefully, the movement slow and precise. Vanessa glistened on her skin in the afternoon light. Kara wiped her hand on the throw blanket, then gently brushed her thumb across Vanessa's lip, wiping away the drool that had escaped during her climax.

“Sorry,” Vanessa murmured, sitting up slowly, her cheeks flushed.

“No,” Kara said, her voice soft but firm. “You don't need to be sorry. That's exactly how I want you.”

Vanessa's eyes widened slightly. “Really?”

“Yes,” Kara confirmed, leaning in to press a soft kiss to Vanessa's forehead.

Their mouths met again, deeper this time, as Vanessa's hands began to explore Kara's body. Her fingers traced the curve of Kara's hip, then moved lower, cupping her ass through the fabric of her work pants before sliding down her thigh.

“Can we take these off?” Vanessa asked, her fingers hooking into Kara's waistband.

“I'm okay,” Kara said, catching Vanessa's hand and bringing it to her lips, kissing each finger gently.

“Can I touch you?” Vanessa pressed, her voice soft but insistent.

A flicker of panic surfaced in Kara's chest. She stayed quiet, her gaze dropping to where their hands were joined.

Vanessa leaned in, pressing soft kisses to Kara's lips, then her cheeks. “Hmm?” she murmured against Kara's skin.

Vanessa slid off the couch and stood, her naked skin appearing tanner in the dim light. Kara sat up, watching as Vanessa knelt between her legs.

“Are you a touch-me-not Aunt Kara?” Vanessa teased, her fingers tracing patterns on Kara's knees.

“Well, I don't know what that is,” Kara admitted, her voice strained.

“Will you ever let me touch you?” Vanessa asked, her eyes searching Kara's face.

“I haven't showered,” Kara said, the excuse feeling flimsy even to her own ears. “I just got home from work.”

Vanessa's lips curved into a slow smile. “That's a good thing,” she said, her voice dropping to a whisper. “You should let me lick you now.”

She brought Kara's fingers to her lips, kissing them gently. “Please, Mommy?”

Kara's resolve crumbled. “Fine,” she breathed, her voice barely audible. “We can try.”

Vanessa's fingers worked at the button of Kara's pants, her movements sure and steady. Kara stood still, her chest rising and falling with each breath as Vanessa slid the fabric down her hips. The pants pooled at her feet, followed by her black underwear, leaving her bare in the dim light of the room.

Vanessa's hands settled on Kara's hips, her thumbs tracing circles against the skin before she leaned in, pressing soft kisses to Kara's neck. Kara's head tilted back, exposing more of her throat as Vanessa's hand drifted lower, fingers brushing through the coarse hair at the apex of her thighs.

Kara's hand shot out, covering Vanessa's before she could go any further.

“Why don't you sit down?” Vanessa murmured against her skin. “Relax, let me.”

Kara hesitated, then nodded slowly. “Okay.”

She sank onto the couch, her body tense. “Just fingers, nothing else. I really need to shower.”

Vanessa shook her head, a small smile playing on her lips. “I don't think so.”

She leaned in, pressing kisses to Kara's chest before looking up at her. Kara reached down again, her hand covering Vanessa's again, but this time Vanessa's fingers slipped past, brushing against Kara's pussy lips. Kara's jaw tightened, her breath catching as Vanessa parted her folds and began to circle her clit slowly, knowingly. She tapped it playfully, and Kara's tension eased, a soft laugh escaping her lips as she sat up again.

“That would feel so good with my tongue,” Vanessa whispered, tilting her head.

“It feels good with your fingers,” Kara replied, her voice strained.

“Does it?”

“Yes,” Kara breathed, her fingers tangling in Vanessa's hair.

Their mouths met in a deep kiss, and finally Kara leaned back against the couch, her body relaxing into the cushions.

“Mmm,” Vanessa murmured, her eyes roaming over Kara's body. She dipped her fingers to the opening of Kara's pussy, circling it slowly as she looked up at Kara through her lashes.

“Yes,” Kara breathed, the word barely audible in the quiet room. Her body arched slightly as Vanessa's fingers continued their slow, teasing circles.

“Two?” Vanessa asked, her voice soft, her eyes dark and shining.

“Try,” Kara managed, her voice tight as she fought to maintain control.

Vanessa pushed in, her mouth falling open as Kara ground against her fingers. Kara's own hand moved to her clit, her fingers working in time with Vanessa's. Vanessa's other hand drifted upward, tracing a path from Kara's thigh to her hip, fingers gripping the soft skin before moving higher. Her palm cupped Kara's breast, squeezing gently, then she pulled back just enough to deliver a light slap that made Kara gasp.

“Young lady!” Kara said, her tone mock stern.

Vanessa's lips curved into a sly smile, her eyes dancing with mischief. “Sorry,” she murmured, her voice sweet but edged with defiance. “Intrusive thought won.” She stretched her fingers, wiggling them as if they stung from the impact. Kara's breath hitched, a mix of surprise and something darker, more thrilling, coiling in her belly, squeezing Vanessa's fingers inside. She watched Vanessa's fingers, the way they moved, the way they'd just claimed her body without permission, and felt a surge of something she hadn't felt in years—something wild, untamed, and utterly intoxicating.

Kara's breath hitched, a sharp intake that Vanessa watched intently. “Do it again.”

Vanessa leaned forward and raised her hand. The slap echoed in the quiet room, sharper this time, followed by the quick, hard tug on Kara's nipple. Kara gasped, her back arching as Vanessa's fingers pumped deeper inside her, the dual sensations sending waves of pleasure coursing through her body as a moan escaped before she could stop it.

Vanessa's fingers stilled inside Kara, her other hand resting lightly on Kara's hip. “I know how much you liked that,” she murmured, her voice low and intimate. “I felt it.”

“I did.” Kara breathed, her eyes heavy-lidded as she looked at Vanessa, her body on fire.

Vanessa bit her lower lip taking the other woman in. “Holy shit, you're hot,” she whispered, her gaze roaming over Kara's face, down her neck to where her breasts rose and fell with each ragged breath. “I might come again just watching you.”

“No, I'm not,” Kara breathed, her voice ragged as she caught Vanessa's wrist. “Curl your fingers.” She guided Vanessa's hand with her own, demonstrating the motion. “Like this.” Vanessa's fingers bent at Kara's instruction, pressing against a spot inside that made Kara's hips buck. “Yes,” Kara gasped, her head falling back against the couch cushions. “Right there.”

Vanessa's lips curved into a slow, knowing smile. “Or like this?” she murmured, adjusting her fingers even more inside Kara.

Kara's mouth fell open, a soft moan escaping as she arched into the touch. “Yes,” she breathed, her hips beginning to rock in time with Vanessa's movements. “Just like that.”

Vanessa's fingers found their rhythm, pumping with a steady, deliberate pressure that made Kara's breath catch. She sat up, her body taut, and Vanessa leaned in, taking Kara's nipple into her mouth. The warmth of her tongue sent a jolt through Kara, and she tangled her fingers in Vanessa's hair, pulling just enough to make Vanessa moan against her breast.

Vanessa's fingers moved inside Kara, curling just so, pressing against that spot that made Kara's vision blur. Kara's fingers worked her clit, their hands occasionally touching, matching Vanessa's rhythm with quick, tight circles. The pleasure built deep in her belly, a low hum that grew until it consumed her. Kara's back arched, muscles clenching as her release crested and broke over her in waves.

Pants turned to ragged moans, her head falling forward as she rode it out against the cushions, against Vanessa’s hand, her own fingers remained tangled in Vanessa's hair. She watched Vanessa's mouth work, listened to the soft whimpers that escaped her lips, and felt herself pulse.

As Kara's orgasm flowed over, Vanessa suddenly broke away and cried out, her own body convulsing with release. Kara pulled Vanessa's hand away from inside her, her fingers slick, and sank to the floor beside her. She wrapped her arms around Vanessa, rocking her gently as she pressed a kiss to her temple.

“Shh,” Kara murmured against Vanessa's hair, pressing soft kisses to her forehead. “It's okay. I've got you.”

Vanessa's shoulders began to shake first, a tremor that traveled down her spine. Kara felt it where their bodies pressed together, the vibration against her chest. When Vanessa's breath hitched, Kara pulled back just enough to see her face. Tears welled in Vanessa's eyes, spilling over in silent tracks down her cheeks.

Kara's thumb brushed them away, her touch gentle. “Hey,” she murmured, her voice soft. “What's this?”

Vanessa shook her head, unable to speak as the sobs broke free. Kara shifted, wrapping her arms more securely around Vanessa's trembling form. She brought her lips to Vanessa's forehead, to her cheek, then to the corners of her eyes, kissing away the salt of her tears. Vanessa's fingers clutched at Kara's back, her face buried against Kara's shoulder as the cries subsided into hiccups.

Kara continued to press soft, lingering kisses Vanessa's skin, her lips trailing down to her jaw, her neck, her collarbone. The kisses blurred into something quieter, something settled, until the room held nothing but their breathing, slow and shared.


Chapter Three: Echoes In Everything

They lay in Kara’s bed as the light outside slowly faded. Vanessa needed the rest—Kara could feel it in the way her body gradually gave in, the tension easing as her breathing evened out. Her face was still warm and flushed from crying, lashes dark against her cheeks. Kara watched until the rhythm steadied, until sleep began to claim her.

“Let’s go lay down upstairs,” Kara had murmured, tracing slow circles along Vanessa’s back.

Vanessa sat up on the floor, looking at Kara with blood-shot eyes. “Okay,” she whispered.

Then in bed, Kara pulled the blanket up around them. The weight of it settled, familiar and grounding. Vanessa relaxed fully then, her breath warm against Kara’s neck, her body loose with exhaustion.

At first, Kara spooned her, keeping the motion of her hand slow and steady. Later, in the dark, Vanessa turned and curled into her instead, arms slipping around Kara’s waist as if holding on.

Kara pressed her thumbs gently at Vanessa’s brows, small, unhurried movements. A soft sound escaped Vanessa’s throat. Kara leaned in and kissed her eyelids, barely there.

Vanessa fell asleep like that. The room filled with the quiet rhythm of her breathing. Kara rested with her, not quite asleep, not fully awake.

About an hour later, Kara’s phone buzzed four times on the bedside table.

She froze.

Melanie.

The screen lit the room faintly. Kara didn’t move. Didn’t breathe. Let it ring itself out, pulse thudding loud in her ears. The weight of Vanessa against her—warm, real—pressed the thought straight through her chest.

Vanessa stirred.

“Did I fall asleep?”

“Yes, sweetheart,” Kara murmured. “You did.”

“What time is it?”

Kara glanced at the clock. “Six forty-five.”

The phone buzzed again.

Kara turned onto her back, heart skidding and reached over.

Melanie: Hey, are you home? Having drinks with the girls—wondering if you wanted to come be the DD?

Vanessa watched from over her shoulder as Kara typed.

No, can’t. I have work tomorrow.

She hit send, jaw tight.

“Well,” Vanessa said quietly, a hint of dry humor there, “that’s typical of her, isn’t it?”

Kara gave a soft huff and set the phone back down, turning back to Vanessa. Darkness settled back around them. For a fleeting, unwanted moment, she pictured Melanie driving past the house, seeing Vanessa’s car in the driveway. The thought made her chest tighten—but she didn’t let it show.

She leaned forward instead and kissed Vanessa, slow and gentle.

“Do you want to stay tonight?” Kara asked. “I have work tomorrow, but you could.”

Vanessa smiled faintly. “I wish. I have to be up at five.”

“That’s very early,” Kara said, a frown creasing her brow.

Vanessa laughed softly. “Yeah. It’s per diem, though. So not every morning, at least.”

“Alright,” Kara said, rolling out of bed. She flicked on the lamp and crossed to the dresser, returning with a loose gray shirt for Vanessa before pulling on her own T-shirt and sweatpants.

She handed Vanessa the shirt. Their other clothes were still downstairs.

They moved quietly down the stairs into the living room, Kara switching on the lights as she went. Vanessa dressed while Kara straightened the space around them, their movements punctuated by small, unhurried kisses—lingering in the moments where neither quite wanted to pull away.

“Are we still meeting tomorrow?” Vanessa asked. “It’s Friday, so…”

“Yes,” Kara said. “I’ll probably finish early, I’m hoping. Lunch with April, then the evening with you. What about after work?”

“I’m probably going to the gym.”

“That’s good,” Kara said, approving, her tone easy but certain.

Vanessa stepped closer. “I had a really good time,” she said. Then, quieter, “I’m sorry about… crying.”

Kara pulled her into a hug without hesitation, firm and encompassing. Not rushed. Not indulgent.

“You don’t need to explain,” she said.

“I don’t even know why it happened,” Vanessa admitted, embarrassed.

“You don’t have to,” Kara replied. “If you want to talk, you can. If you don’t, that’s fine too.”

Vanessa nodded, relaxing into her. “You’re always there, always have been,” she said softly. “That’s one of the things I love about you.”

A faint warmth crept into Kara’s cheeks at that—at the word Vanessa didn’t linger on, but didn’t take back either.

At the door, Kara hesitated.

“You okay?” Vanessa asked.

Kara considered her words, careful as always. “If you decide you want to continue with me,” she said, “we’ll need to be thoughtful about how we handle your mother. Eventually.”

Vanessa blinked. “You mean telling her?”

“Eventually,” Kara repeated. “She’ll need to know.”

Vanessa’s mouth tightened. “She’ll never forgive you. She’ll try to make things really ugly.”

Kara weighed that. She wasn’t convinced.

“If we’re careful,” she said calmly, “it doesn’t have to happen that way. Until then, I need you to be mindful. I don’t want her seeing our messages.”

Kara nodded. Vanessa hesitated, as if she wanted to say more. Kara stepped closer and lifted her hands, cupping Vanessa’s face.

“Hey,” she said quietly. “The gifts were lovely. Truly. If I pulled back at all, it wasn’t because of you. I’m just private. As you’ve said.”

Vanessa searched her face, voice sweet. “Maybe just not at the office, then?”

Kara tilted her head. “Just not at the office. For now.”

Vanessa exhaled. “I’m really glad you liked them. I just—I want to take you on dates. I want to give you things. I want to make you feel as special as you are.”

She looked down, then back up. “I want to be someone you can lean on. I want to be there for you.”

She shook her head with a soft laugh. “There’s more, but my brain’s a mess right now.”

Something flickered in Kara’s chest—surprise, warmth, something close to vulnerability. She kept it contained. She smiled once and nodded.

They kissed again, slow and deep.

When Vanessa finally stepped outside, Kara stood in the doorway and watched until her car disappeared down the street.

Only then did she turn back inside, the house settling into quiet around her.

She pulled out her phone.

Melanie: What does that matter? Don’t you work remotely?

Kara opened Venmo and sent sixty dollars before replying.

Kara: Sometimes, but I still need to start early. Sent you money for a rideshare. Have fun for me, okay?

A moment later, a heart emoji appeared on the screen.

Melanie: Got it, thanx bitch.

Kara set the phone down and stood alone in the quiet house, the echo of Vanessa still everywhere.

***

By Friday morning, the house felt almost too quiet—but not in an unpleasant way. More like a held breath.

Kara sat at her desk in the small home office upstairs, laptop open, sunlight inching across the floor as the hours slipped by. She finished her last email just after eleven, reread it out of habit, then sent it, letting her hands rest lightly on the keyboard.

Done.

The word landed softly. Not with relief exactly—more like a pause, a moment cleared on purpose.

She closed the laptop and leaned back in her chair, exhaling as the day opened up in front of her. There was lunch with April later—something she’d been looking forward to all week. Iceland was suddenly close enough to feel real now; the flight was less than a week away. She thought about it: her daughter’s laugh, the cold air, the strange thrill of being somewhere entirely new together. She smiled at the thought.

And then—Vanessa.

The warmth returned immediately, easy and familiar. The way she’d looked last night. The soft sounds she made. The way she fell asleep in Kara’s arms. Kara lingered on how she felt around Vanessa—like a part of herself she’d kept hidden was resurfacing after years away. The version of herself that felt natural, unguarded, a little rebellious. Kara crossed into the kitchen and set her phone on the counter, only to pick it up again a moment later, shaking her head at herself.

She had heard from her—earlier in the day, a small check-in, something light and sweet.

Vanessa: Can’t wait to see you. Maybe we can do take-out and a movie?

Kara: I’d love that.

Kara found herself wondering—absently, almost amused—what her friends would say if she told them she was seeing someone. Whether it would be shock or teasing, or something softer than she expected. Or something serious. Knowing them, probably not.

She pictured a girls’ night—laughter spilling across a table, glasses clinking, the kind of warmth that lingered long after everyone went home.

She made a note to text Di later and set it up. Then she went upstairs, changed, and headed out the door to meet April.

***

Stefan was already in the kitchen when Kara arrived, sleeves rolled, a mug of coffee going cold beside the sink as he scrolled through his phone.

“Want to come with us to lunch?” Kara asked, setting her purse down. “April and I are heading out. You’re welcome to join us—my treat.”

He glanced up with an apologetic smile. “Tempting. But I’ve got one last call with the caterer in Reykjavík, and then I promised my mother I’d FaceTime her before she goes to bed.”

“Of course,” Kara said easily. “We’ll bring you something back.”

He laughed. “Thank you Kara, you’re always too good to me.”

April appeared a moment later, sunglasses already on her head, a tote slung over one shoulder, her long brown hair curled and loosely tousled. “Ready?”

April gave Stefan a kiss and they headed to the doorway. They took April’s car.

The restaurant was comfortably busy—linen napkins and low, overlapping conversation, the briny warmth of seafood drifting from the kitchen. Sunlight slanted through the tall windows, catching on glasses at the bar where people leaned close, laughing softly over drinks. It was the kind of place that felt like an occasion without insisting on it, easy and welcoming all at once.

Kara relaxed the moment they were seated, the tension easing from her shoulders as if it had finally found somewhere safe to go.

April took a sip of water and exhaled. “Okay. A week out. Or nearly. No more decisions.”

“Music confirmed?” Kara asked.

“Yes. Seating chart is done. Flowers are done. Hair and makeup schedule is finalized. I am officially out of things to control.”

“And how does that feel?” Kara asked, smiling.

April tilted her head. “Terrifying. Liberating. Mostly terrifying.”

Kara reached across the table and squeezed her hand. “Everything that matters is already taken care of. The rest is just… details.”

April smiled back. “See, this is why I didn’t want you lifting a finger. I just wanted you there. Calm. Observant. Telling me it’ll be fine.”

“It will be fine,” Kara said without hesitation. “And if it’s not, it’ll still be memorable.”

April laughed. “At this point I don’t care. I just want to be married. I’m ready to just go to Town Hall instead. Just say fuck it.”

“You could!” Kara said lifting her glass.

“I might!”

April lifted her drink as well and they clinked glasses.

They ordered chowder to start, lobster rolls and fries, the kind of lunch that tasted like the coast, and settled into the easy comfort they’d always had together. They talked about Iceland: the weather forecast, the thermal pools, how strange it would be to get married somewhere that felt so vast and unfamiliar.

“I keep thinking I’m going to forget something,” April said, dipping a fry into what was left of her chowder. “Like I’ll show up and realize I left the veil at home or something.”

“You won’t,” Kara said easily. “And if you do, you’ll still be married by the end of it.”

April studied her for a moment, wiping her fingers on a napkin. “You seem… good.”

Kara blinked. “I am.”

“Not just normal-good,” April pressed. “Like—content.”

Kara smiled into her glass. “I’ve had a nice week.”

April hummed, clearly filing that away. “I’m excited for the bachelorette party. But also very, very nervous.”

Kara lifted a brow. “Why? Afraid they hired you a stripper, honey?”

“Mom!” April laughed. “Yes, actually. Stefan would be furious.”

They both laughed, the sound light and familiar.

April leaned in then, glancing around the room as if she were checking for eavesdroppers. “So… how’s it going. With—you know who.”

“Vanessa?” Kara asked.

April nodded.

“It’s… going,” Kara said, clearing her throat.

The waiter arrived just then to refill their waters, and the moment slipped past them. The conversation didn’t circle back—not directly. Instead, it eased into safer territory: work, Iceland, the weather there this time of year. April talked about hot springs and saunas, about how Stefan’s family had arranged a translator for the ceremony, just in case.

“You’ll be fine without one,” Kara said. “You’ve picked up more Icelandic than you think.”

April smiled. “Still. It’s comforting.”

Kara nodded. She understood that.

“I was thinking of texting the girls,” Kara said after a moment. “Maybe having a little night out this week.”

“That’d be good for you,” April said. “You should see your friends more.”

“I do,” Kara said mildly. “I just went on a trip with Melanie. And before that we went to a concert together.”

April scoffed. “I meant your real friends. The sane ones. The ones that care about you.”

Kara tilted her head. “Melanie is my friend. She deserves kindness, not hate. Hate doesn’t help.”

April sighed—not exasperated, just worn. “Mom, I get it. You have history with her. But you don’t owe her anything.” She paused, then added more carefully, “And now—with everything—I think it’s fair to say it. That friendship is coming to a natural close.”

Kara didn’t respond right away. She took a sip of water, let the words settle.

“High school was forever ago,” April continued gently. “I’m not friends with anyone from that time. It’s okay to move on. For you.”

Kara looked at her daughter, really looked at her—and felt something shift, just slightly.

Why was she still friends with Melanie?

The answer rose up before she could stop it.

Back in 1998.

It was after school, late enough that the halls had gone quiet. Kara cut around the back of the building, her backpack slung loose over one shoulder. Her hair—wavy and unruly, but deliberately swept to one side—fell just the way she liked it. A loose, grungy T-shirt hung off her frame, retro yellow-tinted sunglasses perched on her nose, plaid pants worn soft at the knees, Doc Martens heavy against the tile floor.

Her girlfriend had left ten minutes earlier. Careful timing. No one needed to see them go together. They’d been in the library “studying.”

Kara pushed through the double doors—and that’s when she heard it.

Not sobbing.

Breathing that wouldn’t settle.

She slowed.

Melanie sat on the low brick wall near the bike racks, knees pulled tight to her chest, long blonde hair falling forward like a curtain. Her shoulders shook—not loudly, not dramatically. Her face was buried in her hands, as if she were trying to disappear.

Kara stopped a few feet away.

“Hey,” she said. Not soft. Not sharp. Just there.

Melanie startled, looking up like she’d been caught doing something shameful. Her eyes were red, mascara smeared in uneven tracks. “Jesus. Don’t do that.”

Kara didn’t apologize. She took in the scene instead—the empty lot, the fading light, the way Melanie stayed coiled, as though she were waiting for something else to happen.

“Your name’s Melanie, right?” Kara asked. “Why are you still here?”

Melanie laughed, short and brittle. “Because I’m an idiot.”

Kara waited.

“He followed me,” Melanie said finally, her voice flattening, as if distance might make it safer. “From the parking lot. I told him to stop. He didn’t. I—I got away. It wasn’t—” She stopped herself. “It wasn’t a big deal.”

Something settled into place inside Kara. Not panic. Not anger.

Focus.

“Where is this guy now?” Kara asked.

Melanie blinked. “What?”

“Where did he go?”

“I don’t know,” Melanie snapped. Then, quieter, “He left. I think.”

Kara scanned the lot anyway, really stopping to look. When she was satisfied, she stepped closer, stepping just inside Melanie’s space.

“You didn’t do anything wrong,” Kara said.

Melanie scoffed. “You don’t know that.”

“I do,” Kara replied. “Want a ride home?”

That did it.

Melanie’s mouth trembled. For a moment, she looked so young. “Sure.” A pause. “He was my boyfriend. Or… whatever. He said I was leading him on.”

“You don’t need to explain it,” Kara said.

They sat in silence for a beat, wind tugging at the leaves around them. Then Melanie stood, brushing off her skirt like she could smooth the moment away.

“I wish I had a car,” she muttered. “My mom’s too broke to help me out like that.”

Kara didn’t mention the part-time job she’d worked since freshman year to buy hers.

“Yeah,” she said. “I get it.”

“What’s your name?” Melanie asked.

“Kara.”

“Oh, I think I knew that.”

They crossed the lot together. Melanie talked too fast—homework, a party she wasn’t sure she’d go to, a test she hadn’t studied for. Kara listened.

By the time they reached Melanie’s street, the girl’s breathing had steadied, her posture easing beside Kara.

“You’re a good driver,” Melanie said.

“Thanks.”

Melanie smiled—not bright, not performative. Something real. “I can get you booze if you drive me to school tomorrow.”

Kara shook her head. “I don’t need booze. I’ll give you a ride for free.”

And she did.

The next day.

And the day after that.

Somewhere along the way, rides turned into lunches, into waiting by lockers, into watching the edges of rooms.

Protection first.

Correction later.

Always watching.

“Best friends,” people would say.

Kara would think of that afternoon—the fear, the quiet, the choice—and understand what they really meant.

Seconds passed while her thoughts lingered. Across from her, April leaned back in her chair and rubbed her stomach, clearly full.

“I hate to leave the last few bites,” she said, eyeing her plate, “but I can’t finish it.” She glanced up. “What were you just thinking about?”

Kara shook her head, smiling. “Nothing. Just… what I’m bringing for the trip.”

“Mmhhm,” April said, unconvinced but letting it go. Then her face brightened. “Oh—speaking of Iceland. Stefan was teaching Dad something the other night.”

Kara blinked, grinning. “Teaching him what?”

April laughed. “Dad came over to hang out with hubby. They had a couple of drinks, and I heard singing from the living room, so I went in to check on them.”

“And?” Kara asked.

“And they were holding hands,” April said, delighted. “Swaying. Singing. Stefan said it was traditional, Dad said it felt ‘spiritual,’ and neither of them noticed me standing there for a solid ten seconds.” She laughed. “I just left—like I hadn’t seen anything. You should’ve been there. They were completely lost in their own world.”

April had lifted her hands, making a loose, sweeping motion through the air, as if painting a rainbow.

Kara laughed, surprised and genuine. “That sounds… about right.”

“They’re very similar people, you know,” April added. “Once they get comfortable. And have a drink.”

Kara smiled into her glass. “They really are. I can see it.”

April grinned. “Honestly? I think they’re going to get along just fine. Dad might even decide to stay in Iceland. I think he’ll like it.”

Kara felt the truth of that settle warmly in her chest—another small reassurance, another thing already falling into place.

“I think it’ll be good for all of us,” she said quietly. “It’s been a long time coming. I’m glad it’s finally here.”

“Me too, Mom.”

Kara glanced at her plate. “Let’s order something for Stefan.”

They did, lingering a while longer—laughing, talking, stretching the moment. When the food arrived in a to-go container, they paid, and stepped back outside into the heat. April drove Kara home, the windows down, the afternoon humming around them.

“So,” April said, glancing over. “Any plans tonight?”

“Vanessa’s coming over.”

April’s brows lifted. “Wow. So this is really happening.” She paused, then grinned. “Think I’m getting any more siblings?”

“April,” Kara said, warning.

“Oh my god,” April continued, undeterred. “And they could literally have playdates with our kids. It would be so cute.”

Kara shot her a look. “Honey—are you pregnant? You can tell me.”

“No,” April laughed. “Soon, I hope.”

“You don’t need to rush it,” Kara said gently. “Enjoy your twenties.”

“Oh, Mom.” April smiled. “You know I will.”

They laughed again, easy and familiar.

“We’re taking it slow,” Kara added. “Figuring out what this is. I don’t want her to feel stuck here.”

“Mom,” April said fondly, “she doesn’t. She wants an older woman. We’ve established this. You, specifically.”

Kara shook her head, smiling despite the nerves, and stepped out of the car.

They hugged. Kara watched April head inside, then got into her own car and drove home, the warmth of the afternoon lingering with her the whole way.


Chapter Four: Mine Now

Kara let herself in, the key turning with a familiar click. The house greeted her with the faint, herbal warmth of the diffuser she’d left running—something citrusy and green, barely there. She set her purse on the console table and moved through the rooms after kicking off her shoes, the calm of the afternoon trailing after her like a held note.

Her thoughts lingered on April—on Iceland, on the way things finally seemed to be easing into place. Not resolved, exactly, but aligned. And for once, that felt good enough.

She reached for her phone, already thinking about calling Vanessa, about telling her she could come by whenever she was ready.

The message came first.

Vanessa: My mom is about to call you. Brace yourself.

Kara pressed her lips together and exhaled slowly. She waited but her phone stayed silent.

Kara: What happened?

The reply came almost immediately.

Vanessa: I don’t know. She’s tearing through the house WAILING. I think something happened with her boyfriend. She always calls you when she’s like this.

Kara set the phone down on the counter, turned the ringer on, and crossed to the fridge. She poured herself a glass of iced tea, the ice clinking softly, the normalcy of it grounding her.

The phone rang.

Melanie.

Kara picked it up. “Hello?”

“Kara,” Melanie sobbed, her voice already breaking. “Do you have a minute? I’m—I’m completely distraught.”

“Of course,” Kara said automatically. “What’s going on, Mel?”

“That guy from the bar at the hotel,” Melanie rushed on. “I think he’s cheating on me. Gina saw him out the other night, talking to some woman at a restaurant. I called her a liar, obviously, but—what if she’s right? I’m losing my mind. I invited this scum to Iceland as my plus one. He’s going to make me look like a clown.”

“Mel,” Kara said calmly, leaning against the counter, “slow down. Let’s take this one step at a time. Does Gina know what he looks like?”

“Yes,” Melanie snapped. “I’ve shown her pictures. God, Kara, I’m just— I’m going through it. Please. Can we meet up? Just for a few hours. I need to get out of the house. I need air.”

Kara closed her eyes.

This was the moment. The familiar pull. The reflex to rearrange everything. But this time she shouldn’t do that. Not to Vanessa.

“Mel,” she said carefully, “I have plans tonight. But we can talk right now. I’m here.”

There was a sharp pause on the line.

“What?” Melanie said. “What could possibly be more important than helping your closest and oldest friend when she’s in crisis?”

The guilt came fast and familiar, a tight pressure just beneath Kara’s ribs. She felt it—but she didn’t let it move her.

“Melanie,” Kara said evenly, “you know I care about you. You know I’m always there for you. But I’ve already made plans. I’m not canceling them. We can meet another day, and I’m happy to talk this through with you right now.”

Silence.

Then, cold and sudden: “Unbelievable.”

“Mel—”

“Forget it. No,” Melanie snapped. “Fuck you, Kara.”

The line went dead.

She set the phone down and took a slow sip of her iced tea, letting the guilt bloom and settle. Familiar. Uneasy. Temporary, if history was any guide. Melanie always apologized eventually—and Kara already knew she would let her.

She carried the glass upstairs, changed into something softer, and moved through the house with unhurried intention. A quick pass through the kitchen. Straightening the throw pillows on the couch. Opening a window just enough to let the evening air in. Nothing fussy. Just enough to make the space feel ready.

Her phone rang again half an hour later.

Vanessa’s voice came through her phone as she pulled into the driveway. “Hey, can I park in the garage?”

“Of course,” Kara said, already reaching for the remote.

When Vanessa came inside, Kara closed the door behind her. Vanessa was tense—shoulders drawn tight, movements sharp—while Kara stayed steady, composed as ever.

“She’s livid,” Vanessa said immediately. “I didn’t want her seeing that I was those plans you were talking about.”

Kara took her in gently. “That was thoughtful of you.”

Vanessa exhaled, words tumbling out now. “She called you a bitch. Ungrateful. Said you never do anything for her. I kind of flipped on her. I told her if you stopped being friends with her, she’d have no one left. I mean—Grandma doesn’t even talk to her anymore.”

Kara reached for her hands, steadying her. “Sweetheart, you don’t need to defend me. She’s said far worse.”

Vanessa frowned. “Why do you let her talk to you like that?”

“I’m not going to turn it into a whole thing,” Kara said calmly. “She’s always spoken like this when she’s upset. I don’t take it personally. Let’s just move on.”

Vanessa searched her face, then nodded. “Well… thank you.”

“For what?”

“For not choosing her over me.” Her voice softened. “For holding that boundary.”

“It’s no problem,” Kara said, without hesitation.

They kissed—warm, grounding—and sank into a hug that lingered longer than either of them had planned. Kara breathed Vanessa in and pulled back just enough to look at her.

“Hungry?”

Vanessa smiled faintly. “Maybe a little. Maybe if we order something now, I’ll be hungry by the time it gets here.”

Kara smiled back. “That sounds like a plan.”

They ordered salads and a pizza, ate sprawled across Kara’s bed with the windows cracked open to the evening air. Vanessa curled against the headboard surrounded by pillows, then froze when a drop of ranch dressing landed on the comforter.

“Oh my god, I’m so sorry,” she said quickly. “I’ll buy you a new blanket.”

“Let me clean that up,” Kara said, already rising.

She returned from the bathroom with a damp towel. “Vanessa. Don’t worry about it,” she added lightly. “I’m very good at getting stains out. And it’s just a blanket.”

She dabbed at the fabric, then glanced up. Vanessa was watching her—cheeks flushed, breath a little uneven.

Kara shook her head, chuckling. How something so small, so easily handled, could mean so much. But for someone who’d grown up with Melanie, even simple kindness carried weight.

Kara sat back on the bed and let herself sink back into the moment—the quiet pleasure of shared food, easy closeness, nothing asked for, nothing owed.

They put on a detective show, something moody and procedural. Vanessa paid attention for exactly one episode, pointing out plot holes, asking questions, tracing idle shapes along Kara’s arm. By the end, the dialogue blurred into background noise.

Their kisses started slow, tender—the kind that carried no urgency, just warmth, reassurance, the promise of staying. Kara brushed her thumb along Vanessa’s jaw, felt the tension ease from her body, felt the day finally release its hold.

The screen dimmed. The house stayed quiet.

And the night unfolded just as it was meant to.

Kara shifted slowly, her body moving with deliberate care, until she was hovering over Vanessa, her knees pressed into the mattress on either side of Vanessa’s hips. She lowered her head, her mouth finding the sensitive skin of Vanessa’s neck, sucking gently, as her hand slid beneath Vanessa’s shirt to massage her breast, her thumb brushing over the nipple until Vanessa gasped softly.

She felt Vanessa’s hips rocking upward, seeking more pressure, and a smile touched Kara’s lips. She had plans for tonight—plans to make Vanessa come undone, over and over. It was Friday, after all. The thought made something warm coil low in her belly.

Kara shimmied down the bed, her hands guiding Vanessa upward with her. So needy, so ready—already panting, and looking to Kara like she was the answer. Kara lifted Vanessa’s shirt, unclipping her bra with one quick motion. Vanessa’s breasts spilled free in the faint light, her nipples already peaked. Kara urged her back down with soft kisses, trailing her mouth over Vanessa’s breasts, down her belly.

She sat up and undid Vanessa’s pants, tugging them down. Vanessa lifted her hips to help, her breath catching. Vanessa pushed down her own panties, and Kara pulled them off the rest of the way. Her hand went straight to Vanessa’s pussy, massaging gently, parting folds.

“You’re soaking the bed already,” Kara murmured.

“Only for you, Mommy,” Vanessa whispered, her hands moving to her own breasts, massaging them roughly as she bit her bottom lip.

Their eyes met. Kara, dark and amused. Vanessa, innocently defiant.

Kara teased Vanessa’s entrance, her fingers circling without entering, and Vanessa’s head fell back against the pillow, a moan filling the room. The sound made Kara’s own pussy clench, a rush of heat spreading through her.

Kara moved back up Vanessa's body, their bodies aligning as she settled above her, her arms caging Vanessa's head. Their eyes met in the dim light, and Kara lowered her mouth to Vanessa's, the kiss soft and lingering. Her hand drifted over Vanessa's cheek, fingers ghosting over Vanessa's throat, thumb tracing a slow, possessive path down the sensitive skin. Kara felt her pulse beneath her touch, quick and steady, and smiled against her mouth.

“Can I eat you out?” Kara murmured.

Vanessa's eyes snapped up to meet hers. “Wait, hold on.” She pushed gently against Kara's shoulders, sitting up enough to create space between them. “I asked first, and you wouldn't let me. Also—your clothes are still on again.”

Kara smiled, faintly amused. “So?”

“So,” Vanessa said, her voice dropping slightly, “did you know that seeing you naked makes me come, right? And also,” she added, her hand sliding down Kara's side, “when do I get to eat you out?”

Kara's breath hitched, but she kept her voice steady. “Don't worry about me. I need to shower anyway.”

Vanessa shook her head, her fingers tracing the hem of Kara's shirt. “Uh-uh. You can't use that as an excuse—you have a shower literally fifteen feet away.”

Kara lowered herself back over Vanessa, her body aligning with Vanessa's, their breath mingling in the space between them. She captured Vanessa's mouth in a slow, searing kiss, feeling the way Vanessa's lips parted instinctively beneath hers.

“Are you suggesting we go take a shower together?” Kara murmured against her mouth, the words a low hum of amusement.

Vanessa's hands found their way to Kara's shoulders, fingers curling into the fabric of her shirt. She arched up into the kiss, nipping gently at Kara's lower lip.

“Yes,” Vanessa breathed, her voice soft but certain. “I would like that very much.”

Kara rolled off the bed, her movements smooth and graceful, and held her hands out for Vanessa. Vanessa took them, letting Kara pull her to sit at the edge of the mattress. Her hands went to Kara's jeans, making quick work of the button and zipper until they pooled on the floor, followed by her underwear. Kara's hands wandered over Vanessa's shoulders, fingers tracing the curve of her collarbones before sliding down to cup her breasts, thumbs brushing over her nipples as Vanessa unbuttoned Kara's shirt, her movements efficient and sure.

Vanessa's fingers fumbled with the clasp at Kara's back, her breath catching as the bra came loose. Kara shrugged the straps from her shoulders, her body languid and composed, as though this were an ordinary Tuesday evening. Vanessa leaned in, her mouth finding Kara's breast, her tongue swirling around the nipple in a hungry, slow circle. Kara's fingers curved around Vanessa's jaw, her touch firm yet gentle. She watched the younger woman's face—how her eyelids fluttered at the contact, how her mouth parted slightly in response. Kara's thumb stroked slowly along Vanessa's cheekbone, her gaze steady, taking in every reaction.

This close, Kara could see the faint flush spreading across Vanessa's chest, the slight tremor in her lower lip. It was everything Kara had been holding back—everything she had been wanting—and now, here it was, unfolding in the quiet space between them easily.

Vanessa glanced up through her lashes, watching Kara's face, seeking a reaction. A sharp intake of breath, the briefest tightening of Kara's jaw—nothing more. Kara’s lips parted, then she clicked her tongue once, shaking her head a quiet, knowing sound that landed like a tease and a warning all at once.

Kara tugged Vanessa up from the edge of the bed, their bodies coming together with the soft press of skin on skin. The kiss deepened and Kara felt the warmth of Vanessa’s body against hers, the way their breasts brushed with each shallow breath. Something low and deep clenched inside her, a rush of heat that made her grip Vanessa’s waist a little tighter. A soft sound escaped Kara—half moan, half sigh—caught in the space between their mouths. Vanessa pulled back just enough to gasp, her forehead resting against Kara’s, her breath coming in uneven pants.

Vanessa's hands slid down to Kara's ass, fingers curling into the soft skin as Kara guided them backward toward the adjoining bathroom. Their lips remained pressed together, the space between them shrinking with each clumsy step. They broke apart with soft giggles when their bodies bumped against the dresser, then again when they stumbled through the doorway, their laughter mixing with the sound of their uneven breaths.

Kara flicked on the bathroom light, and they both blinked against the sudden brightness. She opened the glass door of the shower, turning the knobs to start the water. Steam began to curl around the edges of the enclosure.

Vanessa looked around, eyes wide as she took in the space. “This is the biggest bathroom I’ve ever seen. And you have a separate hot tub?”

Kara glanced toward the corner and chuckled softly. “It’s just a whirlpool tub. Not a hot tub.”

“Yeah” Vanessa said, grinning. “That is absolutely a hot tub. How do you ever leave this house? Everything about it is amazing.”

Kara hummed and pulled Vanessa into another kiss, wrapping her arms around the younger woman's waist. When she pulled back to look at her, Vanessa's gaze had drifted past her shoulder.

Kara raised an eyebrow and turned slightly—just as Vanessa's hand came up to deliver a quick, sharp slap to Kara's ass. The skin jiggled, and Kara turned back to face her with an amused glint in her eyes.

“Uh huh,” she said flatly.

“What? I wanted to see it in the mirror,” Vanessa said, the flush creeping up her neck.

Kara stepped into the shower first, testing the temperature with her hand before drawing Vanessa in after her. The glass door clicked shut, sealing them in as steam curled around their bodies. The stall was spacious—more than enough room for two— with a small tiled bench tucked into the corner. Water streamed down, plastering their hair to their skin as Kara pulled Vanessa flush against her, their bodies slick and warm. Water sluiced down their bodies as Kara pressed Vanessa against the tiled wall, her mouth finding Vanessa's in a deep, searching kiss. The steam curled around them, thick and warm, muffling the sound of their breathing. Kara's hands roamed Vanessa's skin, mapping the curves of her waist, the dip of her spine, the swell of her hips. Vanessa's fingers tangled in Kara's wet hair, pulling her closer, deepening the kiss until they were both breathless.

Kara broke away first, her chest rising and falling rapidly as she rested her forehead against Vanessa's. She could feel the rapid pulse beating against her own skin, matching the frantic rhythm of her heart. Vanessa's eyes were dark, pupils dilated, her lips parted.

“Turn around,” Kara murmured, her voice low and husky.

Vanessa complied without hesitation, her hands flattening against the cool tiles as Kara positioned herself behind her. Kara's hands slid down Vanessa's back, tracing the line of her spine before cupping her ass, kneading the firm skin. Vanessa shivered, pressing back against Kara's touch.

Kara reached for the body wash, squeezing a generous amount into her palm. The classic scent of soap filled the steamy air as she worked it into a lather. Her hands moved over Vanessa's body, slow and firm, washing away the day's tensions, leaving only the heat between them.

A soft sigh escaped Vanessa as she arched toward Kara's touch. Kara’s gaze followed the trail her fingers made, watching how Vanessa's skin seemed to bloom with warmth beneath them. She held her own breath to better catch the small, hitching sounds Vanessa made, her focus narrowing to the space between them, to the slight tremor in Vanessa's limbs. Leaning in, Kara pressed her body against Vanessa's side, her lips brushing the warmth of her cheek. Kara leaned in close, breathing a soft shh against Vanessa’s ear.

When Kara's fingers brushed against Vanessa's inner thighs, Vanessa's legs trembled. Kara smiled, a slow, confident curve of her lips, as she traced patterns against the sensitive skin. Vanessa's breathing hitched, her hips rocking backward, silently begging for more.

“Please,” Vanessa whispered, her voice barely audible above the sound of the water.

Kara's response was to slide her fingers higher, parting Vanessa's folds to find her clit, already swollen and ready. She circled the sensitive spot with slow, deliberate strokes, feeling Vanessa's body respond instantly. Vanessa's head fell to the side against Kara's shoulder, her mouth open in a silent cry as pleasure coursed through her.

Kara increased the pressure, her fingers moving faster, more insistently, until Vanessa was writhing against her, her body taut with need. Water streamed down their bodies, as Kara brought her closer and closer to the edge.

Her free hand drifted upward from where it rest at Vanessa's stomach, fingers tracing a path to her breasts, massaging gently at first, then with increasing pressure until Vanessa let out a soft whimper against the tiles.

“Good girl,” Kara murmured, her voice low and thick. She lowered her mouth to the curve of Vanessa's neck, lips brushing against wet skin as Vanessa tilted her head to allow better access.

“Yes, Mommy. Like that. Please.”

The words came out in a breathless rush as Kara's fingers maintained their steady rhythm against Vanessa's clit from behind. Vanessa's body began to tremble, her muscles tightening as the pleasure built to an unbearable peak. Her hands flattened against the tiles, fingers splayed wide as she braced herself.

body arched against the tile wall, a cry of pure pleasure echoing off the tiled walls. Kara held her steady, her arms wrapped securely around Vanessa's waist as waves washed over her. She bit down gently on the sensitive skin where Vanessa's neck met her shoulder, leaving a faint mark that would darken by morning.

Kara slowed her movements, her touch softening as she guided Vanessa through the aftershocks. She kissed the mark she'd made, then the space beneath Vanessa's ear, feeling the rapid pulse gradually steady beneath her lips. Vanessa's breathing slowly evened out, she turned and wrapped her arms around Kara, her body shuddering occasionally.

For a long moment, they stood there under the warm spray, the only sounds the rushing water and their gradually slowing breaths. Kara pressed her cheek against Vanessa's, feeling the steady rise and fall of her chest against her own, the lingering heat of her orgasm still emanating from her skin.

“You okay?” Kara asked softly, her voice barely above a whisper.

Vanessa nodded against her. Her eyes were heavy-lidded, sated, with a glint of something deeper lingering there. “Better than okay,” she murmured, leaning in to capture Kara's lips in a slow, deep kiss.

Kara tipped Vanessa’s chin up and kissed her, slow enough that Vanessa stilled beneath it.

When they parted, Vanessa's eyes were dark, her voice a low murmur against Kara's mouth.

“Now can I eat you out?”

A pause.

“Fine.”

A slow smile spread across Kara's face as she reached for the body wash, squeezing a dollop into her palm. The scent of it bloomed in the steamy air as she worked it into a lather between her hands. Her touch was methodical as she washed herself, fingers sliding between her folds, then back to clean her ass, the motions precise and routine. The water streamed down her body, rinsing away the soap as she turned back to Vanessa.

“There,” Kara said softly.

Vanessa gestured toward the tiled bench. “Sit, please. Mommy.”

A flicker of reluctance crossed Kara's features before she relented, sinking onto the cool tile. She knew, with a quiet certainty that settled somewhere behind her ribs, that she wouldn't come this way—not like this, against someone's mouth. Still, she allowed it, a small part of her hoping Vanessa's enthusiasm would wane before her jaw grew too tired.

Vanessa's smile was sweet, almost conspiratorial, as she watched Kara settle. Then she crouched, knees pressing into the wet floor, her hands gentle but firm as she pushed Kara's legs wider. Kara leaned back against the wall, shifting to the edge of the bench, her body taut. Vanessa smoothed her wet hair back, then reached out, parting Kara's folds with careful fingers. Her gaze lifted, meeting Kara's as her mouth descended, closing on Kara's clit.

Kara's breath hitched. She watched, mouth parting, surprised at the skill behind Vanessa's movements. Her breathing quickened, shallow pants that soon gave way to soft moans spilling from her lips. Vanessa hummed against her, the vibrations sending a jolt through Kara's body.

“Holy… shit,” Kara breathed, her voice barely audible above the water.

Her stomach tightened, muscles working as pleasure built. Each time Kara moaned, Vanessa answered with a low hum of her own, the sound reverberating through Kara's core.

“I'm so close,” Kara murmured, surprising herself.

Vanessa's hands slid up, flattening across Kara's belly as her head continued its steady rhythm. Kara put her hands over Vanessa's, stroking them with her thumbs.

Vanessa's tongue found a spot that made Kara's back arch, her eyes squeezing shut.

“Oh my god. Oh my god. Fffffuuuck. Fuck fuck fuck.”

The words tumbled from Kara's lips, raw and broken, her body trembling as Vanessa's movements grew more purposeful, more insistent. Kara's hands clamped down on Vanessa's, her fingers digging into the younger woman's skin as the pleasure built, sharp and overwhelming, until she was gasping, her breath coming in ragged bursts.

Kara looked down, watching Vanessa work—her face, her lashes dark with water, the intensity of her focus. It was the sight of her, so earnest, so determined, that finally sent Kara over the edge. Her orgasm washed over her, sharp and overwhelming. A moan escaped her lips before she could stop it. Vanessa's hands slid down, fingers digging into her thighs, holding her steady as her mouth worked harder, drawing out every last wave of pleasure that left Kara panting.

Vanessa finally came up for air, and Kara carefully sat up, pulling her into a tender kiss. Kara showered Vanessa's neck and chest with soft kisses before sinking to her knees on the shower floor, joining her there.

“I think I came, too,” Vanessa whispered, smiling. “I'm not sure. It felt amazing though.”

Kara instinctively cupped her hand over Vanessa's pussy, not touching, just holding her possessively as they kissed.

“You're very good at that.”

“I know,” Vanessa murmured against her lips. “I told you. And you came in my mouth.”

“I've never come like that before.”

“Oh? Did I just take your virginity? In a way?” Vanessa's smile widened as they kissed again.

“Mhm. I guess so.”

“Well, guess that means you're really mine now, in a way” Vanessa teased smiling.

A moment stretched between them, the steam rising and curling around their bodies as the water continued to cascade down. Kara's came up to rest at Vanessa's waist, while Vanessa's arms were wrapped around Kara's shoulders, pulling her closer. Their smiles softened, replaced by something more quiet, more searching, as their eyes met and held.

Kara readjusted, lowering herself onto the tiled floor, legs bent and relaxed. The water fell around them in a steady hush, warm against her legs.

Vanessa followed without hesitation, turning toward her and settling close. She straddled Kara’s hips loosely, knees braced on either side of her thighs, their bodies fitting together with easy familiarity. Kara’s hand came to Vanessa’s chest, grounding, steady, while Vanessa leaned forward, resting her forehead against Kara’s shoulder.

They stayed like that—arms wrapped around each other, skin warm and slick beneath the spray. Occasionally, Vanessa lifted her head to press a soft kiss to Kara’s mouth, unhurried, almost absentminded, before settling back in. Kara rested her cheek against Vanessa’s temple, breathing with her, letting the quiet settle them both.

There was no rush. Just the sound of water on tile, the weight of each other, and the calm that came from staying exactly where they were.


Chapter Five: Long Flight

The days folded into one another easily after that leading up to the trip—workdays and gym sessions, errands and dinners, small plans penciled in and then shifted when neither of them quite wanted to leave the other yet.

Kara returned to work as if nothing had changed—which wasn’t entirely true. She still arrived early, still kept her calendar tidy and her notes immaculate, still carried the quiet authority people trusted.

But now her phone buzzed more often. A message waiting when she stepped out of a meeting. A photo sent mid-afternoon—Vanessa in gym shorts, flushed and triumphant, leg day survived. Sometimes flowers or chocolates appeared at her doorstep, always unannounced, always a little excessive in a way that made Kara laugh despite the faint discomfort of being so openly seen.

Vanessa had the summer off from school and had taken the days leading up to the trip off from work, which meant her time was looser—unstructured in a way Kara both admired and found faintly dangerous. She went to the gym most mornings, met friends for coffee or long walks through the neighborhood, stopped by Kara’s house in the middle of the day on weekends simply because she could.

She filled the quiet spaces with motion, with music and warmth—always leaving before she overstayed, always making it clear she would come back.

They kept a low profile—it was a small town, and Melanie still had friends who liked to talk. Most days were spent at Kara’s house, or wandering through the park, or driving with no destination in mind, the windows down, Kara’s hand resting easily on Vanessa’s knee at stoplights.

Sometimes the evenings ran longer than they meant to, conversation thinning into a silence that didn’t ask to be filled. Other times, they stole only an hour—just enough to sit close, just enough to feel grounded, just enough to remind each other of what waited when they didn’t have to hide.

One afternoon at April’s house, Kara leaned against the kitchen counter while April talked through a potential seating chart dilemma, treating it with the seriousness it probably didn’t deserve. Kara listened closely anyway, thoughtful, patient, fully engaged. She asked the right questions. Offered suggestions. Stayed present.

Stefan hovered nearby, sorting through paperwork at the table, half-listening in the way he always did, tortoise shell glasses balanced on her the end of his nose.

When Kara stepped away to take a call, April watched her go, something soft and knowing settling over her expression. She didn’t say anything—not then. She didn’t need to.

When she returned, April spoke carefully.

“You seem lighter. Things must be going well with her.”

Kara didn’t deny it.

“How is Vanessa?” April asked, glancing briefly toward Stefan before turning back to her mother. “She mentioned she might move in with her dad.”

Kara paused. “When did she tell you that?”

“At the bachelorette party,” April said. “And don’t worry—no stripper.” She shot Stefan a look. He raised his hands in mock innocence.

Kara caught the exchange and smiled. “Really? She did?” She considered it for only a moment. “That might actually be the right option. Melanie and Vanessa could both use some space.”

She didn’t add that she’d tried to get Melanie out for drinks on Sunday, only to have the messages sit unread. Or that Vanessa had texted later, quietly explaining her mother had been spending most evenings elsewhere. Or that the tension at home had sharpened—Melanie hounding her about the student loans she’d co-signed on, never asking how school was going, never saying she was proud.

Vanessa had cried in Kara’s arms one night, voice breaking. She hasn’t said “good job” once. It’s always about the money.

April studied her now, then said gently, “Melanie actually reached out to me.”

Kara’s expression tightened—not with surprise, but recognition.

“She was hoping her travel fee could be waived,” April continued. “And… she’s bringing someone.”

Kara nodded once. “She mentioned that.” A pause. “Is there even room in the budget left for that?”

They both knew the answer.

“We told her we could help cover the extra ticket,” April said. “But she’d need to pay for her own. I don’t think many people will be thrilled she’s there. Dad. Your other friends. Half the guests who haven’t met her yet.”

Kara exhaled slowly. She hadn’t really had a choice about inviting Melanie. She only hoped—quietly, cautiously—that Melanie wouldn’t make the trip harder than it already promised to be.

“Honey,” Kara said, careful but firm, “it’s your day. If you don’t want her there, I can uninvite her. Personally.”

April paused, drawing in a steadying breath. Kara gave her hand a gentle squeeze. She hadn’t always stood up to Melanie—but she would. And she had, when it mattered. For her daughter, if nothing else.

“No,” April said finally. “Let’s just hope my premonition doesn’t come to fruition.”

Last minute wedding plans moved forward in bursts of activity—venue confirmations, timelines, packing lists. Kara helped where she could—listening when April needed to vent, reassuring her that everything would come together the way it was meant to. The maid of honor handled most of the details, but Kara stayed close, steady as ever.

Thursday night, Kara met Di, Amber, and Stephanie for drinks—the same women she’d known since high school, the ones she’d kept when everything else had shifted. They’d all come from the same friend group once, back when life was smaller and messier, but over the years the lines had redrawn themselves without much fuss. Kara stayed. They stayed.

Melanie had drifted off—loud, offended—and no one had followed her. Except Kara, of course.

The interrogation began the moment Kara sat down.

Amber squinted at her over the rim of her glass. “You’re glowing.”

“It’s the lighting,” Kara said evenly.

“No,” Stephanie said, already smiling. “It’s not.”

Di leaned in, lowering her voice like she was about to share a secret meant only for the table. “So,” she said, “have you been having sex?”

Kara laughed, startled but unmistakably pleased. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“That’s a yes,” Amber said, satisfied.

Over cocktails and shared appetizers, the truth came out easily—not dramatically, not all at once. Kara admitted, casually, as if it were nothing, that she was seeing someone. Someone younger. She didn’t offer a name, didn’t feel it was the right time to do so. The table warmed instantly.

“Oh my god, finally,” Stephanie said, lifting her glass.

“It’s about time! Hasn’t it been like three years since the break-up with what’s her face?” Di added. “We were starting to think you’d sworn off joy.”

There were no raised eyebrows. No warnings. No concern. Just teasing, laughter, and the quiet understanding that came from knowing Kara as she actually was—not the version she’d been asked to manage for years.

They stayed longer than planned—talking over one another, rehashing old stories, gossiping about people they barely remembered, testing out the Icelandic phrases they’d practiced. When it was time to leave, Kara insisted on driving, keys already in hand.

She dropped them off one by one, the night settling comfortably around her. It felt good—easy, uncomplicated—to let the evening stay exactly where it was.

Friday, she saw Vanessa during the day.

They had coffee. They sat together on the couch, legs tangled, Kara’s arm firm around Vanessa’s shoulders while she listened, occasionally smoothing her thumb along the sleeve of her sweater. They talked about nothing important and everything that was—what Vanessa had eaten, how she’d slept, the small worries she hadn’t quite shaken yet.

The intimacy between them had settled into something unhurried, marked by quiet check-ins and easy guidance, by the way Vanessa leaned into Kara without thinking, already certain of her place there.

Iceland loomed closer with each passing day.

Flights were confirmed. Bags began to gather by the door, half-packed and reshuffled daily. Vanessa, however, became fixated on one problem, in particular.

“Do you know who you’re sitting next to?” she asked one afternoon, far too casually.

Kara glanced up from her laptop. “What? On the plane?”

“Yes,” Vanessa said.

Kara smiled. “I haven’t checked.”

Vanessa had. Repeatedly.

She’d downloaded the airline app, zoomed in on the seat map, refreshed it more times than she cared to admit. She asked April under the guise of helping with travel details, casually inquired whether anyone had upgraded, even floated the idea of switching seats with someone—anyone—who looked even mildly open to negotiation.

“I am not sitting next to my mother for six hours,” Vanessa declared. “That’s not happening. We haven’t even spoken all week.”

Kara, for her part, didn’t argue. She let Vanessa scheme, watched her pace and plot and mutter about aisle seats and legroom, secretly amused by how serious she was about it.

The day before the flight, Vanessa announced, triumphant, “I think I’ve figured it out. You’re sitting by one of the bridesmaids, Lydia. I got her to switch with me.”

Kara nodded, warm. “That’s fine, dear. I’m glad you figured it out.”

She let Vanessa curl closer, already resigned to the fact that wherever her seat was, Vanessa would find her way there.

Melanie texted occasionally, as if nothing had changed—as if everything were still exactly where she’d left it.

Thinking of stopping by later. Haven’t seen you in forever, or Going out to that new steak house tonight, Ned says I deserve to be spoiled for once.

She was still seeing the man from the hotel bar, Ned, bringing him along as her plus one. Kara had learned the pattern by now: when Melanie was occupied with a romance, her need for Kara eased.

Until everything fell apart again.

Kara didn’t dwell on that. She simply enjoyed the space it gave her—to tend to her own love life, kept private and tucked away, the way it always had been.

By the time the week drew to a close, Kara realized something had shifted irrevocably. She was no longer bracing herself for what might happen. She was moving toward it.

Iceland waited.

And whatever this was between her and Vanessa—quiet and devoted—would soon be much harder to hide.

***

Kara was already at the gate when Vanessa found her. She’d been there nearly two hours, settled in with the unhurried patience that came from preferring early to rushed.

She wore her shoulder-length hair straight and relaxed, swept to one side in a way that looked effortless but never careless. A plain white T-shirt was tucked into high-waisted jeans, worn soft from use, the kind that sat comfortably on her hips without asking for attention. On her feet were a pair of faded red converse—scuffed, familiar, practical—grounding the whole look in something easy and lived-in.

She’d forgone her usual dusty-rose lipstick, choosing something barely there instead. She didn’t want to leave marks—on Vanessa’s mouth, or anywhere else Melanie might notice if she happened to catch them together.

So far, she hadn’t.

They both had rehearsed excuses for why they might be seen together if anyone asked. Vanessa told Kara that she waited for her mother to check in every time she came home, but Melanie only seemed interested in herself. They were barely speaking anymore.

It was early—too early for the terminal to feel fully awake. A few travelers sat slumped in their seats, coffee cups balanced on armrests, phones glowing dimly in the half-light. Kara sat upright, calm and unhurried, a book open in her lap she hadn’t actually been reading for several minutes.

Vanessa dropped her bag at Kara’s feet and sank into the seat beside her. She’d swapped her contacts for clear plastic glasses, her dark hair pulled into a high bun. A soft T-shirt and joggers made her look ready for the flight, Birkenstocks grounding the whole thing in easy comfort.

“You’re a monster,” she said softly. “No one should be this composed before sunrise.”

Kara smiled and leaned over, pulling Vanessa into her arms. The hug lingered longer than strictly necessary—close, grounding, familiar. Her thumb brushed lightly at Vanessa’s waist, a private reassurance. Not a kiss, not a spectacle. Just enough to steady them both.

“Mmm,” Vanessa murmured near her ear. “You smell amazing. And you’re making it very hard to behave in public.”

Kara tapped the book once against her knee and lifted a brow. Vanessa hesitated, phone in hand, glancing at her before Kara opened the book again and forced herself back into the page.

Within twenty minutes, April appeared at the end of the terminal, scanning the gate with a frantic intensity that made Kara close her book immediately.

“She looks… anxious,” Vanessa murmured.

April rushed over, eyes wide, hair already coming loose from whatever careful styling she’d attempted. Stefan followed close behind, juggling luggage and coffee. Kara and Vanessa stood.

“Mom,” April said, breathless, hugging Vanessa, then Kara tightly. “I missed something. I totally missed something and I don’t know how to fix it.”

Kara held her shoulders, calm as ever. “What’s wrong, honey?”

Before April could answer, Stefan leaned in and hugged Kara, easy and familiar. “I can’t wait for you to meet my parents,” he said, his accent soft but unmistakable. “They’re going to love you.”

Kara smiled. “I’m looking forward to it.”

Stefan turned and found them a cluster of seats nearby, settling in before pulling out his phone to take a call. April sat beside Kara, twisting her hands in her lap.

“It’s been so much,” April said. “The venues, the catering, rechecking everything, people emailing at all hours—”

“April,” Kara said gently. “What is it?”

April took a breath. “Your room. In Iceland. It’s… directly over Melanie’s.”

Kara blinked. “Okay.”

“And Vanessa’s in a semi-private room with another bridesmaid,” April added quickly. “She said she didn’t mind. Now that Melanie is bringing someone.”

Vanessa shrugged. “I really don’t.”

“April,” Kara said calmly, “you know I don’t care where you put me. It’s your wedding.”

April stared at her.

“Mom,” she said carefully, “that is not what I’m worried about.”

Kara still didn’t seem to register. “This is not a priority. Today you need to relax. Let it lie—no pun intended. I don’t care where I sleep.”

April stood abruptly, exhaling through her nose. “Vanessa. Please explain to my mother what I’m trying to say.”

She walked off toward Stefan, clearly counting breaths as she went.

Kara returned to people-watching, clearing her throat, entirely unbothered. Vanessa leaned in close, her voice low and amused.

“Baby,” she murmured, “she’s trying to tell you my mom will hear us… making love.”

Kara laughed—an unguarded sound that earned a look from a nearby traveler.

“No,” Kara said, still smiling. “She absolutely will not.”

Vanessa’s grin turned unmistakably devious. “We’ll be there for over a week. It’s bound to happen. And would it really be so terrible if she did? I don’t want to keep walking on eggshells.”

Kara looked at her, then away, her gaze dropping to the floor as something more serious settled over her.

They didn’t have to wait long.

Melanie arrived in a swirl of motion and scent, wearing something stark white and fur-trimmed despite the terminal’s warmth. At her side was a man Kara vaguely recognized—the one from the hotel bar. Early thirties, the underside of his hair shaved, cologne a little too present. His posture was eager, his smile practiced in a way that suggested he was trying very hard to belong.

Melanie swept up to them like she owned the gate.

“Kara,” she said brightly. “You remember Ned.”

Kara didn’t—at least, not officially—but she smiled anyway.

Ned’s gaze lingered a beat too long on Vanessa before he extended his hand. “Nice to finally meet you,” he said to her. “You must be Melanie’s daughter.”

Vanessa took his hand politely, her expression unreadable.

“So,” Ned continued, glancing between them with open curiosity, “how does everyone here know each other?”

Kara met Vanessa’s eyes.

Then looked down.

“Kara and I go way back,” Melanie said smoothly. “Best friends in high school. Even though she married my prom king. I was prom queen.”

Kara blinked, then laughed, a little unsure. The timing felt… questionable.

“It’s water under the bridge now, of course,” Melanie added. “I’ve forgiven her.”

Vanessa squinted. “Mom, you look… different.”

Melanie’s jaw dropped—just slightly—before she recovered.

“Different?” she said quickly. “In a good way, I hope.”

That was when Kara really noticed it. The subtle tightness at Melanie’s brows. Her lips, fuller than before.

“You look gorgeous, Mel,” Kara said politely. “As you always do.”

“Good,” Melanie cackled, resting a hand possessively on Ned’s chest. “I paid enough for it.”

She turned abruptly. “Come on, Ned. Let me introduce you to Kara’s daughter—April. The bride.”

And just like that, she swept him away, leaving behind the faint scent of perfume and impending chaos.

Kara and Vanessa watched from a short distance as Melanie launched into conversation with April, all exaggerated sympathy and performative concern.

“She didn’t even ask how you were doing,” Kara said quietly. “You haven’t spoken in over a week.”

Vanessa didn’t look surprised. “Are you surprised? I’ve literally run away before and she didn’t come looking for me.” She paused, then added, “It’s especially bad when she has a new boyfriend.”

“New boyfriend?” Kara asked.

Vanessa let out a small, humorless laugh. “She’s had a lot over the years. Long before the divorce from my dad.” Then, more softly, “It’s always been like this.”

Kara exhaled slowly, something in her chest tightening—not with panic this time, but with clarity.

“She never told me about that.”

“Because she doesn’t want you to look down on her,” Vanessa said. “She’d lose control. You’d win.” She glanced back toward Melanie. “You know this has always been a competition for her, right?”

Kara tilted her head, years of small moments lining up in her mind—how whenever Melanie talked about herself it was to impress, or gloat, or dominate the room. How little genuine affection she seemed to have for anyone who didn’t reflect her own views back at her.

“I’ve been thinking about it,” Vanessa said after a moment. “I don’t actually think she’d care if she found out we were dating. It’d be like that scene in Matilda—when Miss Honey asks Matilda’s parents to sign the adoption papers.”

Kara laughed, then winced slightly. “Honestly, it might be less complicated if she already knew I was… not attracted to men.”

“She’ll get over it,” Vanessa said lightly. Then, with a crooked smile, added, “But I kind of hope she doesn’t.”

As they moved toward the line, a familiar voice called her name.

“Kara?”

She turned to find James approaching, an easy smile already in place. Sarah stood beside him, a carry-on slung over her shoulder.

“Hi, Jimmy,” Kara said warmly.

They hugged—brief, comfortable, familiar.

“How are you?” Kara asked. “How are the kids?”

“Good,” James said. “They’re with Grandma for the week. Spoiled already.”

Kara laughed. “Of course they are.”

She spoke easily with both James and Sarah, the three of them exchanging a few simple updates—work, travel, nothing weighted with the past.

“And you?” James asked, turning to Vanessa. “How’ve you been?”

“Good,” Vanessa said nervously. “Almost done with college.”

“That’s great,” he said with a smile. “How’s Phil these days?”

Vanessa smiled. “Dad’s good. He’s really into disc golf this summer.”

James brightened. “Disc golf? I love disc golf! I’ll have to give him a call sometime.”

“I’m sure he’d like that,” Vanessa said.

James glanced back at Kara and leaned in slightly, his brow raised. “Is Mel here?”

Kara flicked a glance toward Vanessa before answering. “Yes. And she brought a date.”

James hummed under his breath and exchanged a look with Sarah.

“It’ll be fine,” Sarah said calmly, looking to Kara.

“Yes,” James agreed. “I’m sure it will be.”

They lingered nearby as boarding was called, the line beginning to move. Kara reached for her bag and followed Vanessa down the jet bridge.

Inside the cabin, they found their seats in coach—roomy enough, blessedly comfortable. Someone Kara didn’t recognize sat by the window. Kara took the middle seat; Vanessa slid into the aisle.

Kara smiled faintly as she fastened her seatbelt. The cabin door closed with a final, hollow thud—and beside her, she felt Vanessa’s breath turn shallow.

Kara turned at once. “Hey,” she said softly. “Are you okay?”

“I’m nervous,” Vanessa admitted, barely above a whisper. “I’ve never flown before.”

Kara didn’t rush her. She angled her body just slightly closer, voice low and even. “That makes sense. Anyone would be nervous their first time.”

She rested her hand over Vanessa’s—warm, steady—and held it there. “You’re safe,” she continued gently. “Right now, nothing is happening. This part is just waiting.”

Kara gave her hand a slow, reassuring squeeze. “When we take off, it’ll feel strange for a minute. Then it levels out. We can breathe through it together, okay? I’m right here.”

Vanessa nodded, her grip tightening briefly before easing, her breathing already beginning to match Kara’s.

As the engines began their low, steady hum, Kara leaned back too—calm, a little tired, and ready for Iceland, determined to stay above whatever drama that might unfold.

***

The flight passed more gently than Kara expected.

She spent most of it with her laptop open, answering emails, reviewing notes she’d brought more out of habit than necessity. She read a few pages of a book she’d already finished once before, accepted a tray of food she ate without much thought, watched the cabin lights dim and rise again.

Vanessa fell asleep somewhere over the Atlantic, her head tipping lightly against Kara’s shoulder. Kara shifted just enough to make room, careful not to wake her, and let herself sit still for once—anchored, quiet.

From time to time, laughter carried up the aisle from farther back in the plane. Melanie’s voice was unmistakable—sharp, bright, a little too loud—even from a different section entirely.

Vanessa’s hand tightened suddenly around the armrest.

Her breathing went shallow, uneven. She stared straight ahead, jaw clenched, eyes glossy with the effort of holding herself together as the plane began its descent.

“Hey,” Kara murmured, leaning closer without drawing attention. “It’s okay.”

Vanessa shook her head once. “I don’t— I don’t like this.”

“I know,” Kara said softly. She slipped her hand over Vanessa’s, warm and steady. “We’re landing. That’s all that’s happening. You’re doing exactly what you’re supposed to be doing.”

She spoke low, calm, unwavering. “Breathe with me. In through your nose. Out slow. That’s it.”

Vanessa followed, uneven at first, then steadier. Her grip loosened. Her shoulders dropped a fraction.

Kara stayed close, her thumb tracing small, reassuring circles against Vanessa’s skin until the shaking eased.

By the time the wheels touched down, Vanessa let out a shaky breath and leaned back, spent but present. They rose when it was time and Kara their luggage from overhead.

Inside the terminal, the air felt different—cooler, cleaner, carrying the faint scent of coffee and something steamed, sweet and unfamiliar. Icelandic spilled gently from overhead announcements, rounded and musical, paired seamlessly with English that sounded almost too crisp by comparison.

Kara took it in as they walked: pale wood floors, clean lines, wide windows that let the light pour in. Everything felt intentional. Quiet without being cold. People moved easily, voices low, jackets slung over arms, backpacks worn in. Travelers spoke a mix of languages—Scandinavian lilt here, German there, English everywhere—but no one seemed hurried.

Near the baggage claim, the smell of fresh bread drifted from a café—dark rye and pastries glazed with sugar and spice. A display nearby advertised skyr and hot dogs with unapologetic pride. Kara caught sight of shelves stocked with chocolate bars wrapped in bold colors, wool hats stacked neatly beside postcards of glaciers and moss-covered fields.

Vanessa stayed close, her fingers brushing Kara’s sleeve now and then, still grounding herself. Kara didn’t mind. She slowed instinctively, matching her pace.

The baggage carousel hummed to life. Suitcases thudded softly as they appeared, tagged and scuffed from travel, while families reunited in quiet bursts of laughter and relief. Outside the glass doors, Kara could see the land stretching out—dark stone, low hills, steam rising faintly in the distance like the earth was breathing.

It felt… honest.

Foreign, yes—but welcoming in a way that asked nothing of her.
Kara rested a hand at Vanessa’s back as they lifted their bags, steady and sure, already sensing that this place would leave its mark. She let go of her before anyone she recognized could see.

When they stepped outside, the air was cool and clean—unmistakably August, but nothing like summer back home. The sky stretched pale and wide over the outskirts of Reykjavík, clouds thin and drifting. Kara felt it immediately—the sense of space, of something ancient and steady beneath her feet.

And with Vanessa beside her it felt like solid ground.

Two vans—more like small buses—waited at the curb, engines idling as luggage was stacked and names checked off. People clustered in loose groups, tugging on layers, blinking into the light. April stood nearby talking with Sarah, while Stefan and James lingered a few steps away, heads bent together as they pointed out something in the distance.

Everyone began to load into the vans, forming loose lines.

Vanessa was quickly claimed by the bridesmaids, arms looped around her shoulders, voices rising with excitement.

“Come sit with us,” one of them said. “You’re not escaping.”

Vanessa shot Kara an apologetic smile before being pulled toward the back of the bus.

Kara didn’t mind. She watched instead—Vanessa laughing, easy and open, already folded into the group. Kara chose a seat a few rows behind April and Stefan, with James and Sarah seated diagonally across the aisle between them.

That was when Melanie slid into the seat beside her.

“Well,” Melanie said lightly, craning her neck toward the front of the van, “you and my daughter seem very close. On the flight.”

The van pulled away from the terminal, Reykjavík thinning quickly into open land—dark rock, low moss, the road stretching out ahead of them.

“We were seated together,” Kara said calmly. “I think the seats were shuffled to accommodate your guest.”

Melanie hummed. “Right. I wondered.” She leaned back, arms crossing. “You two aren’t plotting against me, I hope.”

Kara didn’t answer. Instead, she caught James’s eye across the aisle. He looked tired—it was the same look he’d given her before—and he gave the smallest, knowing shake of his head.

Melanie didn’t notice.

“I expected Vanessa to say something to me by now,” Melanie said. “I suspect she’ll move out soon, I overheard her talking to Phil. If she leaves, I might just turn that room into a little workout space.”

Something in Kara went still.

Not shocked. Not defensive.

Just… clear.

Outside the window, steam rose faintly from the earth in the distance. The land stretched wide and quiet, older, indifferent to small cruelties and unspoken truths alike.

“She needs to know she has a place with you, Mel,” Kara said, her voice steady. “You’re her mother, no matter what happens.”

“Hmm.”

Melanie didn’t respond beyond that.

“Oh—there’s Ned,” she said, brightening. She stood abruptly and moved a few rows back, pausing only long enough to offer James a cool, practiced smile.

“How are you doing, James?” she asked, slowing just enough to wait for his answer.

“Alright,” he said. “All things considered.”

As Melanie turned away, Kara noticed Ned smiling at one of the bridesmaids—too openly, too comfortably. Melanie didn’t seem to notice.

“Good,” Melanie said lightly. “Maybe I’ll see you around.”

“Yeah,” James replied. “Most likely.”

The van jolted forward, and Melanie stumbled, catching herself on the seat. She laughed it off and slid in beside Ned, pressing herself against him, her hand settling possessively on his chest.

Ned laughed too, then glanced back again—his eyes lingering a beat too long on the bridesmaids before he caught himself.

Across the aisle, Sarah looked back at Kara, one eyebrow raised in silent commentary.

Kara met her gaze and smiled—small, steady, seeing it all. She felt that old flicker of empathy for Melanie, isolated even now, when everyone else seemed content to keep their distance.

She turned her attention forward, watching the dust kicked up by the van in front of them drift and settle. She knew she couldn’t control what Melanie did. Whatever hold she’d once maintained was loosening, and maybe—for both of them—it was time to let Melanie figure things out on her own so Kara could focus on herself for a change.

The van rolled on, Reykjavík disappearing behind them as the road carried them toward the house waiting just outside the city. Kara rested her forehead briefly against the glass, taking it all in—the light, the land, the feeling of arrival.

For the first time, she understood something she hadn’t allowed herself to examine before: Melanie Martin didn’t truly care about anyone but herself. It wasn’t malice so much as an absence—an inability, perhaps.

Hadn’t people been telling her that for the last two decades? And yet Kara hadn’t really seen it until Vanessa had shown her.

Kara let the moment pass and allowed herself to relax.

The road unwound ahead of them, the landscape opening wide and calm, and with it came a steadiness she hadn’t felt in a long time. She thought of April—of seeing her walk down the aisle, of the careful joy she’d built, of the life waiting for her just beyond this week.

That was why they were here.

Surrounded by family, by people who showed up without demanding, who loved without keeping score, Kara felt something unwind inside her. Melanie was only one person. She wasn’t going to be allowed to fracture this—not for April, or anyone else.

Kara rested her hands in her lap and breathed, the weight of old habits rolling off.

The van moved steadily onward, carrying them toward what mattered—toward a moment that belonged wholly to her daughter, and a future Kara felt ready to meet with an open heart.


Chapter Six: What We Don’t Say

The house sat just beyond the city, tucked into a stretch of land that felt both open and sheltered at once. Dark stone bordered the drive, moss creeping softly along its edges, the structure itself low and solid, built to withstand weather that didn’t ask permission.

Kara stepped down from the van and paused to take it in, then fell into step just behind April as they walked toward the house.

Stefan’s parents were already waiting near the door, bundled lightly against the breeze. They were about ten years older than Kara. His mother greeted April first, arms open, her voice warm and musical even through Kara’s limited understanding of the language. His father followed, quieter but smiling, hands firm and welcoming.

“Kara,” Stefan said, gesturing her forward. “This is my mother and father.”

They pulled her into an embrace that surprised her with its sincerity. Stefan’s mother spoke in careful English, telling Kara how glad they were she’d come, how often April had spoken of her. His father nodded along, adding a few words of his own, his eyes kind and steady.

“You’re absolutely stunning,” his mother said with a warm smile. “Now I see where your daughter gets her beauty.”

Kara smiled politely as April and Stefan watched, clearly pleased.

James and Sarah joined them then, introductions flowing easily. Sarah admired the house. James asked about the drive. Stefan’s parents seemed genuinely happy to have them there—proud without being showy, welcoming without making a fuss.

A few steps back, the other guests lingered. Melanie stood among them, sunglasses still on despite the cloud cover, scanning the scene as if taking inventory of who was watching. Ned hovered close at her side, hands in his pockets, his attention already drifting.

Kara noticed—but didn’t dwell on it.

April touched her arm. “How are you doing Mom?”

“I think I might lie down for a bit,” Kara said honestly. The travel was settling into her bones now.

“That’s fine,” April said gently. “You should rest before dinner.”

“What time is it?” Kara asked, squinting slightly as if that might help.

Stefan answered easily, “It’s 4:15. We’ll probably eat around 6:30.”

That surprised her—how light it still felt outside, how generous the day was being with its time.

Inside, the house opened into wide, light-filled spaces. Pale wood floors stretched beneath her feet, clean lines everywhere, large windows framing the land instead of competing with it. The air smelled brisk and faintly herbal, unfamiliar but pleasant, like something gathered rather than manufactured.

Rooms were assigned quickly—names called, luggage wheeled down halls, doors opening and closing in soft succession.

Kara carried her bag upstairs, suddenly ready for a nap in a way that felt almost luxurious. Her room was simple and welcoming: a neatly made bed with a heavy quilt, a woven rug beneath her feet, a small piece of abstract art hung above the dresser. She kicked off her shoes, pulled out soft clothes, moving slowly now, unhurried.

Vanessa disappeared upstairs with one of the bridesmaids, then reappeared at Kara’s door a few minutes later. She slipped inside and closed it quietly behind her, clicking the lock.

“Hey,” Vanessa said softly.

They reached for each other without thinking, folding together in an easy embrace, a smoldering kiss exchanged more out of instinct than urgency.

“I think I’m going to take a quick nap,” Kara murmured.

“Can I lie down with you?” Vanessa asked.

Kara lifted a finger, gesturing lightly toward the floor. “She might be down there.”

Vanessa grinned. “She’s not in there. Trust me—you’ll hear her.”

Kara pulled off her clothes, ignoring Vanessa's quiet pleas to stay naked and slipped into something comfortable. She left her bra off, pulling on sweatpants and an oversized t-shirt before slipping under the covers. Vanessa shed her own pants and joined her, curling against Kara's side.

They lay there quietly for a moment, the house settling around them.

“You did good with the flight,” Kara said, pressing a kiss to Vanessa’s forehead. “I’m really proud of you.”

Vanessa huffed a small breath. “Thank you. I guess it wasn’t so bad.”

Kara hummed and drew her closer, Vanessa fitting easily against her. They stayed like that until Kara’s eyes began to drift shut.

“So,” Vanessa said at last, her voice low. “One of the bridesmaids mentioned it. It’s weird my mom came early, right?”

Kara made a quiet sound, eyes still closed. “Maybe in her mind she wanted to show support.”

Vanessa let out a short, disbelieving laugh. “Yeah. Right.” She was quiet for a moment. “Aren’t your friends arriving tomorrow? And they’re staying at another lodge? Shouldn’t she have too?”

“Yes,” Kara said simply. She was looking forward to seeing them. Less so to Melanie crossing paths with them.

She didn’t say more. She didn’t have to. Vanessa relaxed again, trusting the silence to hold.

Kara closed her eyes and hummed softly, a sound meant more for Vanessa than herself.

Vanessa shifted closer, wrapping a leg over hers as Kara drifted to sleep.

***

Kara woke an hour later, the nap having done its work. Vanessa had shifted away in her sleep, leaving a cool space beside her. Kara moved closer, spooning against her back, the warmth of Vanessa's body seeping through her thin shirt. Her hand found Vanessa's hip, tracing slow circles against the fabric of her panties. Her grip grew firm as she pulled Vanessa into her.

She leaned in and hovered over Vanessa, pressing a soft kiss to her cheek, just in time to see the younger woman biting her lower lip. Vanessa's eyes fluttered open, a sleepy smile spreading across her face as she looked back at Kara, breath catching.

Kara's hand drifted lower, fingers brushing beneath the waistband of Vanessa's panties. Vanessa's own hand covered hers, not stopping her but joining the movement. Vanessa's breath hitched, a soft moan barely escaped her lips as Kara's mouth found the sensitive curve of her ear, sucking, warm and insistent.

“Shh,” Kara murmured against her skin, her voice low and intimate. “We have to be quiet.”

Vanessa looked back, nodding obediently with an open, innocent look in her eyes.

Kara's fingers drifted lower, finding Vanessa soft and warm. Her hands drifting over her curves as Vanessa's breathing grew ragged, her body arching back against Kara's body. Kara gripped Vanessa's ass firmly, her fingers dipping in to press against Vanessa's pussy lips. She pushed Vanessa forward onto her stomach in one fluid motion. Kara then pulled Vanessa's panties down across her thighs, rubbing her bare ass and opening her wide. Vanessa looked back at her, mouth slightly open, already bucking her hips, presenting herself without hesitation. Kara positioned herself slightly beside and behind her, her fingers dipping in and working relentlessly as she held Vanessa in place with a firm hand on her shoulder. Vanessa pushed against Kara's fingers and soon reached between her legs, her own fingers finding her clit as Kara's drove deeper inside her. With her other hand, Kara squeezed and rubbed Vanessa ass.

Watching Vanessa's face against the pillow—eyes closed, mouth slightly open, cheeks flushed—sent a wave of heat through Kara. She felt her own orgasm building quickly, a quiet intensity that made her thighs tighten. Wet sounds of Vanessa's pleasure filled the room, even as Kara tried to subdue them with her movements. When her own climax came, it was sharp and sudden, she ground against it but she didn't stop, her fingers continuing their rhythm until Vanessa shuddered beneath her, a muffled cry against the pillow.

They lay tangled together afterward, kissing softly, laughing quietly into each other’s mouths. It felt borrowed—time already counting down.

Vanessa slipped out of bed first, dressing with careful silence. She paused at the door, fingers resting briefly on the frame, giving Kara one last look before disappearing into the hallway.

Kara waited.

She counted the sounds of the house—footsteps, voices, the subtle shift of doors opening and closing. When the hallway settled again, she rose and headed for the shower.

The water ran hot against her shoulders, steam filling the small room. Kara let the routine take over—soap, rinse, breath—grounding herself in familiar motions. Laughter drifted faintly up from below. Someone speaking English too carefully. Someone else responding with ease.

By the time Kara came downstairs, her hair still damp, her posture had reset into something public. Presentable. Neutral.

The main room was already full.

Stefan’s parents moved easily among the guests, his mother gesturing as she spoke, her English warm and charming. His father hovered close, listening more than talking, content to observe. Kara joined a small knot of conversation near the windows, answering questions about the drive, the light, how strange it felt that the sky didn’t seem to dim the way it should.

She felt Vanessa before she saw her.

Across the room, Vanessa stood with two bridesmaids, a glass in her hand. She was laughing at something one of them said, but her attention wasn’t fully there. When her gaze lifted and met Kara’s, it held—brief, restrained, unmistakable.

Kara allowed herself to look back.

Just long enough.

Then she turned as James stepped beside her.

“Still standing?” he asked, easy.

“Barely,” Kara replied, smiling.

James laughed. “Travel always hits harder than you expect.”

“It does,” she agreed.

Sarah joined them a moment later, looping an arm through James’s. “Dinner smells incredible,” she said. “I don’t know what that herb is, but I want it in everything.”

Kara smiled. “It smells a little like dill.”

Sarah tilted her head. “It does.”

Movement near the entryway caught Kara’s attention.

Melanie had come back in.

She stood just inside the room, shrugging out of her jacket, Ned close behind her. Melanie’s smile was already in place—bright, a little too sharp. Her eyes scanned the room quickly, taking inventory.

They landed on Kara.

Melanie’s expression flickered—something unreadable passing through before the smile returned, wider now.

“Kara,” she called, crossing the room. “You made it down.”

“I did,” Kara said evenly. “You too.”

“Of course,” Melanie replied, her tone light. “I wasn’t going to miss the first real night.”

Ned murmured something about drinks and drifted away. Melanie stayed.

Her gaze slid, casually, toward where Vanessa stood down the room.

“Oh,” Melanie added, as if just noticing. “Everyone’s here already.”

“Yes,” Kara said. “It fills up quickly.”

Melanie hummed, clearly unsatisfied, then looped an arm through Kara’s briefly—a familiar, possessive gesture that Kara neither encouraged nor shook off.

“Come sit near us,” Melanie said. “I want you close tonight.”

Kara met her eyes. Held them.

“We’ll see where there’s room,” she replied.

Melanie laughed, but it was thin. “Always so practical.”

When they moved toward the table, the seating arranged itself organically—but not accidentally. Kara took a seat near the middle, James across from her, Sarah beside him. Melanie claimed the chair on Kara’s other side without asking.

Vanessa sat farther down, flanked by bridesmaids. Her laughter sounded lighter there, but layered over everything else—but her eyes lifted immediately when Kara settled, checking.

Still here.

Still steady.

Conversation overlapped easily—travel stories, weather, wedding details. Kara participated when drawn in, listened more than she spoke. Melanie talked too much, too fast, performing ease.

From time to time, Kara’s gaze drifted down the table.

Vanessa met it every time.

Nothing passed between them that anyone else could name—just a brief pause, a slight tilt of the head, a smile that appeared and disappeared before it could be noticed.

Melanie caught it anyway. She couldn’t quite tell what had drawn Kara’s attention, only that something had. She followed Kara’s gaze once, then lifted her wineglass, breaking the line between them.

“So,” Melanie said brightly, “tomorrow’s going to be chaos.”

“Probably,” Kara agreed.

James nodded. “More people arriving?”

“Yes,” Kara said. “Friends. Some family.”

Melanie sipped her wine. “Good. Distractions.”

Down the table, Vanessa had finished eating, posture relaxed but alert. One of the bridesmaids leaned in to whisper something, and Vanessa laughed—then glanced back toward Kara, just once.

Kara met her gaze.
Held it.
Then looked away first.

Not out of fear.
Out of choice.

“Just ask her. Mom?” April said suddenly, somewhere to Kara’s left.

Kara looked over, brow lifting. “Ask me what?”

Sarah smiled. “April says you once drove up the shoulder of the interstate—past bumper-to-bumper traffic—doing seventy.”

Kara glanced between them, chewing slowly, unruffled.

April laughed, turning to the table. “I was sixteen. Someone rear-ended me on the highway—nothing serious, but my car spun, and I was shaking so badly I couldn’t even answer my phone.”

She looked at Kara. “Good thing you made me install that tracking app—and sorry again for fighting you on it. I just texted a bunch of nonsense because my hands wouldn’t stop shaking. She got there before I’d even finished talking to the dispatcher. Pulled right up as EMS was arriving.”

Stefan’s mother blinked. “That’s… impressive.”

James grinned. “Yeah. She always drove when we were married. I didn’t even have my own car until I was twenty-five.”

“Now I do all the driving,” Sarah added.

Laughter moved around the table. Kara laughed too, her eyes shining. Beside her, Melanie added an exaggerated little hee-hee, and Kara chose not to acknowledge it.

“So, Kara,” Stefan said, curious, “do you like to drive fast, or—”

“No,” April cut in easily. “She’s a precision driver. Not an emotional one. That would be dangerous.”

“Dangerous, yes,” Kara agreed, lifting a hand slightly.

Sarah laughed. “Ah, so that’s why you’re always early to everything. You ever think about stunt driving? Or joining the FBI?”

Kara smiled faintly. “No.”

Laughter rippled around the table again, and the conversation drifted on. Melanie’s attention flicked between James and Kara—watchful, measuring—before sliding away again. Kara caught her glance once or twice and returned it with a neat, friendly smile, nothing more than that.

After a moment, Melanie turned back to Ned, hand rubbing his thigh and leaning in, already redirecting her focus.

The meal stretched long and generous, daylight stubbornly lingering beyond the windows. Kara felt full in a way that had nothing to do with food—contained, nourished, balanced on the edge of something she was determined not to rush.

When dessert was served, Kara lifted her glass and caught Vanessa’s gaze one last time across the candles and the length of the table.

Vanessa’s expression softened—gratitude, anticipation, promise.

Melanie watched Kara over the rim of her glass.

Kara set hers down.

Control first.

For now.

***

Kara woke to quiet.

Not the deep, empty quiet of being alone in her own house—but the layered stillness of other people sleeping nearby. Doors closed. Floorboards holding their breath. A faint hum of plumbing somewhere below.

She lay still for a moment, orienting herself.

The night before came back to her in pieces. The stolen closeness. Vanessa had slipped into her room while everyone was still downstairs by the fire. Vanessa stood near the doorway, hair loose, eyes asking the question she hadn’t yet said aloud. The way she’d lifted a hand, just barely—hopeful, tentative to Kara shirt, to smooth her hand down the center of her chest.

“Can I sleep in your room?” she whispered, “Please.”

Kara had shaken her head once, small and decisive.

“It wouldn’t be a good idea,” Kara whispered back in her ear.

Not tonight. Not here. Not with Melanie’s bedroom directly below.

Vanessa had understood immediately. A soft nod. No argument. Just a look that said later, someday, somewhere safer.

Kara closed her eyes briefly, then opened them again.

At some point after Vanessa left, voices had drifted up from downstairs—muffled, indistinct. Melanie and Ned, laughing too loudly, footsteps uneven. The unmistakable cadence of a door closing and the headboard knocking, moaning and grunting that she wished she hadn’t had to listen to. Sounds Kara didn’t linger on, didn’t interpret, but couldn’t entirely ignore either.

The house had held all of it.

She swung her legs out of bed and dressed quietly, choosing neutral clothes, grounding herself in familiar motions. By the time she left the room, the hallway was empty again, the night folded neatly away.

Downstairs, the house was already stirring.

Coffee brewed in the kitchen. Stefan’s mother stood at the counter, hair pinned back, humming softly as she poured mugs. His father sat at the table with a folded newspaper, reading slowly, carefully, as if each sentence deserved respect.

Kara took a cup and joined them, exchanging pleasantries, letting herself ease into the rhythm of the morning. More people filtered in—sleepy guests, someone rubbing their eyes, someone else already dressed as if they’d never slept at all. Stefan arrived and spoke in Icelandic to his father. April arrived soon after, tying her hair into a ponytail.

Melanie arrived with commentary.

“No service,” she announced, dropping into a chair with a dramatic sigh. “None. I swear, I might as well have been on the moon.”

April rolled her eyes and let out a soft sigh.

Kara took a sip of coffee. “It’s spotty out here.”

Melanie’s eyes flicked up. “You have service.”

“I do,” Kara said. “I set up an international plan before we left.”

A beat.

“Well,” Melanie said lightly, brittle humor snapping into place, “that must be nice.”

Vanessa came in a moment later, quiet, hair still damp. She took a mug of coffee and sat near the end of the table, eyes down, listening.

Kara’s gaze settled on her a fraction longer than was safe. The space between them tightened in her chest, an ache of restraint layered over longing.

Vanessa looked beautiful like this. Quiet. Distant.

Kara turned back to her coffee already thinking ahead, already calculating how they might find time alone without being seen.

Conversation turned to logistics—who was arriving later, who was staying where. Stefan mentioned the nearby lodge, the overflow of guests.

“A few of Mom’s friends will be there,” April added easily. “Di, Amber, Stephanie. They’re always great fun.”

Melanie’s fork paused.

“Oh,” she said. “Them.”

Kara didn’t look up, but a small smile touched her mouth. “Mm-hmm. They’re probably getting in soon.”

Melanie smiled thinly. “Of course they are.”

Vanessa glanced up then, just once, checking Kara’s face. Kara met her eyes briefly—steady, reassuring—before returning her attention to the table.

Breakfast continued. Food passed. Plans were discussed. No one addressed what lingered beneath the surface.

Melanie joked too much, too critical as usual.

“Someone—and I won’t say who—clogged the hallway toilet,” she said brightly. “Anthony, I’m looking at you. Mm-hmm.”

A few people chuckled, uncertain, glancing around to see if it had actually been funny.

Vanessa spoke only when spoken to. Kara kept things moving, smooth and neutral, exactly as she always had.

Nothing resolved.

Nothing exploded.

And whatever was coming next, Kara was already holding it steady.

***

The lodge was behind them when Melanie finally spoke.

The road curved gently away from the lodge, gravel crunching underfoot, moss-covered stone walls stretching out on either side. The air was cool but not cold—August in Iceland, Kara had learned, meant light layers and wind that carried the sea with it. The sky was high and pale, clouded in a way that made everything feel exposed.

Melanie had been the one to suggest it. Casual. Offhand.

You want to walk for a minute?

Kara had nodded, grabbed her jacket, followed without comment.

They walked in silence at first. No eye contact. Just forward motion.

A couple passed them heading the other direction, speaking words Kara didn’t recognize. Melanie smiled at them anyway, reflexive, charming. They smiled back.

“Everyone’s so… nice,” Melanie said finally. “Even when you can’t understand them.”

Kara nodded. “It’s easy enough to get by.”

Melanie laughed. “You would say that.”

They walked another few steps.

“So,” Kara said evenly. “How’s it going with Ned?”

Melanie brightened immediately, like a switch had been flipped.

“Oh my God,” she said. “He’s amazing.”

Kara kept her gaze ahead.

“I mean—he’s solid,” Melanie went on. “Like, actually solid, this one. Firefighter. Strong. Did I tell you he carried my suitcase and bags up the stairs like it was nothing?”

“Nope,” Kara said dryly.

Melanie grinned. “I know we haven’t really spoken, I’m sorry. That’s on me. I just—after everything, it feels good, you know? To be with someone who’s… uncomplicated. He’s good. He shows up. He doesn’t disappear when things get hard.”

She glanced sideways then, checking Kara’s reaction.

Kara didn’t give her one.

“That’s good,” she said. “I’m glad.”

Melanie exhaled, a little deflated by the lack of performance. They walked in silence again, the sound of distant traffic low and constant.

“I miss you,” Melanie said suddenly. Too quickly. As if the words had escaped before she could stop them.

Kara slowed, just slightly.

Melanie shoved her hands into her pockets. “I know I’ve been… difficult. Lately. Okay, not lately. Since the divorce. I feel like I was waking up angrier every day, and I don’t even know who I’m mad at half the time. My daughter completely hates me.”

She laughed, sharp and self-aware.

Kara stopped walking. “No, she doesn’t.”

Melanie took two more steps before she noticed, then turned, startled.

Kara faced her fully now.

“You don’t get to talk to me like that Melanie,” she said calmly.

Melanie’s smile faltered.

“Like what?”

“Like I’m something you can lash out at when you’re overwhelmed,” Kara said. “Like I’ll just absorb it and stay anyway.” She paused. “I’m not your punching bag. I care about you, but I won’t tolerate that.”

Melanie swallowed. “Oh you mean on the phone, like a week ago? I was upset.”

“I know.”

“That day—I didn’t mean it. I was scared.”

“I know,” Kara repeated. “That doesn’t make it acceptable.”

The wind picked up, tugging at Melanie’s hair. She folded her arms, suddenly smaller.

“I said ‘fuck you’,” she muttered. “I know. It was immature.”

“You did.”

“And you didn’t chase me,” Melanie added, quieter now. “Like you used to.”

Kara didn’t soften. She didn’t apologize.

“No.”

Something in Melanie cracked then—not loudly, not theatrically. Just a brief collapse of posture. Her shoulders dropped. Her eyes burned.

“I didn’t think you would,” she admitted. “I just… hoped you might.”

Kara watched her for a moment. The old familiarity was there—the girl she’d known since they were teenagers, sharp-tongued and terrified of being left.

“I’m still here,” Kara said. “But I won’t accept being spoken to that way.”

Melanie nodded, wiping at her face with the heel of her hand. “I know. I know. I’m trying. I really am. I’m sorry, I am.”

She let out a shaky laugh. “I don’t want to be bitter forever.”

Kara’s voice stayed even. “Then don’t be.”

Melanie huffed. “God, you always make it sound so simple.”

“It isn’t,” Kara said. “But it is your responsibility. That’s how you push people away. Most importantly, your daughter. I’m saying that as a friend.”

They stood there for a moment longer, the space between them recalibrating.

“I’m sorry,” Melanie said finally. No sarcasm. No edge. Just tired honesty.

Kara held her gaze.

“I forgive you,” she said. “Now, let’s just try to move forward.”

Melanie nodded. “Let’s.”

Kara cleared her throat.

“You know, I think you’re my last honest friend left. Maybe you were the only honest friend I ever had.”

Kara looked down at her, her expression faltering just a fraction as warmth crept up the back of her neck. The familiar dread surfaced—quiet, immediate—laced with guilt she refused to linger on.

Melanie didn’t know. Not about her attraction to women. Not about Vanessa. Not about any of it. She never had.

The irony of it sat there, constant and sharp—the way the word honest felt like a wound instead of a compliment, even though Melanie had said it so genuinely. Kara knew it would come out eventually. The betrayal, the deceit. And when it did, the mess would be impossible to ignore. This very moment would be used against her in hindsight. Kara knew that.

Still, she managed a small smile. A little sad. Still real.

They turned back toward the lodge together, not quite at ease but warming to it, aligned again—close enough.

Not the way they used to be.

But close enough for now.


Chapter Seven: Hot Water

Kara came back inside and went straight to the fire.

The living room had warmed while they were gone—voices overlapping now, chairs pulled closer together, coats draped over whatever surface could hold them. She took a seat near the hearth and let the heat soak into her hands, her body still carrying the cool of the walk.

Melanie peeled off almost immediately, scanning the room until she spotted Ned and drifting toward him with soft laughter. She paused once, though—just long enough to clock James standing near the window, Sarah at his side, both of them mid-conversation with one of Stefan’s cousins.

Melanie’s mouth curved, reflexive and sharp.

Kara winced and let out a quiet breath. She knew that look. Had known it for years. Knew, too, what it had once meant—and what it never would.

Stefan and April were standing near the center of the room, already in motion again—greeting relatives Kara didn’t know, switching languages easily, laughing, touching shoulders. James caught Kara’s eye across the room and lifted his mug in greeting. She nodded back. Easy. Familiar. No weight to it.

Stefan’s mother appeared at Kara’s side with a mug before Kara even thought to ask.

“Coffee,” she said warmly.

“Thank you,” Kara replied, taking it with both hands.

They spoke for a few minutes—about the weather, about how quickly the house had filled, about how strange it must feel to have family converging from so many directions at once. Sarah drifted over briefly, squeezing Kara’s shoulder as she passed.

“Glad you’re here,” she said.

“Me too,” Kara replied, and meant it.

Melanie’s eyes followed Sarah as she went up the stairs.

More guests filtered in. Someone opened the front door and a rush of cold air followed, along with laughter and the scrape of boots on wood. The volume in the room rose another notch.

Vanessa came over quietly and sat on the arm of the sofa beside Kara. Close enough to share warmth, not close enough to draw attention. Her thigh brushed Kara’s sleeve once and stayed there for a moment too long.

Kara didn’t look at her, continuing a conversation she had with other guests seated nearby. She felt her instead—the familiar pull, the grounding presence, the awareness that if she shifted even slightly, the shape of the moment would change. This was how they survived it: measured and precise.

The room was loud now. Loud enough to cover breath. Loud enough to hide silence.

It made Kara reckless in small ways. Her chin rested on her fingers as she tracked the line of Vanessa’s spine and shoulders while she laughed and gestured, mid-conversation with another bridesmaid. Kara thought about how easy it would be to reach out and touch her hip or lower back—right here, in front of everyone.

Outside, the low rumble of engines cut through the conversation. Vans pulling up on the road, doors sliding open and shut. Someone crossed to the window to look.

“That’ll be the rest of them,” April said, raising her voice just enough to be heard. “They’re staying down the hill.”

She grinned. “And later, we’re thinking saunas. There’s a place nearby—easy walk.”

A ripple of approval moved through the room.

Vanessa leaned in, her face near Kara’s. “That sounds nice.”

It wasn’t the words. It was the quiet certainty beneath them—the assumption of later, of together. Kara nodded once, glancing away to the fire.

“My mom said good morning to me,” Vanessa added softly. “She seems to be in a better mood.”

“I’m glad to hear it,” Kara said looking up at her with a warm smile.

A few minutes later, Kara stood and carried her mug toward the kitchen. The movement felt intentional, necessary.

The space narrowed near the pantry, a small hallway branching off beside it.

Vanessa followed.

She caught Kara’s sleeve lightly—just enough to stop her—and leaned in close.

“When will we have time alone?” she whispered, biting her lower lip.

Heat climbed fast up Kara’s back, sharp and unmistakable. Her breath stilled mid-draw. For a fraction of a second, all she could register was the closeness—the quiet press of Vanessa’s body, the shape of her mouth as she spoke, the dangerous ease with which Kara could imagine closing the distance.

She didn’t.

“Soon,” Kara said, low and steady.

Vanessa smiled—soft, contained—and nodded. “Okay,” she breathed.

As Kara passed, her hand grazed Vanessa’s fingers. Barely there.

Enough.

She stepped outside into the cool air, the noise of the house muffling behind her, and headed down the hill.

The road dipped gently toward the lodge, gravel crunching underfoot. Kara pulled her phone from her pocket as she walked, dialing without breaking stride.

“Please tell me you’re here,” she said when the call connected.

Di’s voice came through bright, melodic, and immediate. “Oh, thank God. Yes. We just got in.”

“Where?”

“Downstairs at this cute little house we’re staying in,” Di said. “By the windows. We’re being aggressively social.”

“Be right there.”

“You better.”

Kara smiled and ended the call.

The lodge was already humming when she reached it—doors opening, bags being dragged inside, voices overlapping in that particular way that only happened at the beginning of a trip, when everyone was still energized and slightly disoriented.

Kara reached the lodge just as the afternoon tipped from arrival chaos into celebration.

It was nothing like the main house up the hill. Where the house felt layered with history—old wood, careful hosting, everyone minding where they stood—the lodge was open and elastic. Glass everywhere. Low ceilings that gathered sound instead of muting it. A long hearth burning for atmosphere more than heat. People coming and going with drinks in hand, laughing loudly, conversations overlapping without anyone trying to manage them.

This place didn’t ask you to behave.

Guests filled it easily: friends of friends, cousins twice removed, people who hugged on introduction and immediately asked where you were from. Someone had already put music on—low, rhythmic, the kind that made standing still feel optional.

Di spotted Kara the second she stepped inside.

She moved like she always had—confident, precise, dressed in a way that made effort look unnecessary. White blouse, sharp collar, sleeves rolled just so. Statement earrings catching the light when she smiled. Early forties had only refined her; everything about her said handled.

“Kara,” Di said, delighted, looping an arm through hers. “There you are. We’re in.”

Stephanie and Amber were close behind her, orbiting the same gravitational pull.

Stephanie looked dramatic in black and denim, gold hoops flashing when she laughed, hair falling into place like it had been told to. Theatrical without being loud, eyes already cataloging the room like she was planning stories for later.

Amber was all ease—plaid shirt, dark jeans, curls soft around her face, posture relaxed like she belonged wherever she landed. She gave Kara a once-over and grinned.

“Well,” Amber said. “You look fantastic.”

“So do you,” Kara replied, and meant it. She felt lighter just saying it.

They clustered near the windows, bodies angled together without thinking. No one asked Kara how she was holding up. No one asked about logistics. They assumed she was fine—and she was.

“So,” Stephanie said, clapping her hands once. “Ten days.”

“Ten,” Kara confirmed.

“And no idea what we’re doing,” Di added cheerfully.

“Perfect,” Amber said. “Best kind of trip.”

They laughed, the sound blending seamlessly into the room.

Kara took it all in—the lodge buzzing, the loose agenda, the absence of expectation. She wasn’t smoothing tensions or mediating anyone else’s feelings. She was just here. Thriving, honestly. Still, she wished Vanessa could get away with her and feel it too.

“Come on,” Di said, already steering her toward the stairs. “We claimed a room before anyone with opinions could interfere.”

Upstairs, their shared room felt like an extension of the energy below. Bags open on the floor. Clothes piled on chairs. The window cracked to let in the cool Icelandic air. Light slanted in and caught on mirrors and metal and glass.

They all sat on the beds, Kara dropping down beside Stephanie.

“This is home base,” Stephanie declared. “We regroup here. Plot here. Decompress here. And hide Kara here when she needs to breathe.”

“Yes, that is important!” Di said, squeezing Kara’s shoulder.

Amber leaned against the dresser. “Saunas tonight, apparently.”

Kara smiled. “That’s the plan. After dinner.”

Di’s eyes lit up. “Excellent.”

Stephanie tilted her head. “So… how’s it been going with Melanie? Is she a nightmare yet, or—”

Everyone looked at Kara.

She tilted her head, gaze drifting toward the window. “She’s actually… good. She apologized this morning for telling me to fuck off. Said she’s trying to be happier.”

Amber pressed a hand to her chest. “Oh, Lord.”

“Don’t fall for it,” Stephanie said gently. “It never lasts.”

“I think we should be nice to her,” Kara said. “She really is trying.”

The three of them exchanged the familiar look—soft, sad, patient. The one that had waited years for Kara to be done for good. Kara knew it well.

“We can be civil,” Di said carefully. “But don’t expect us to be having drinks with her anytime soon, my love. She’ll be back on her bullshit soon enough.”

“Well,” Kara said, “I just hope she behaves until the wedding.”

“At least for your sake,” Di said. “I hope so, honey.”

Kara nodded.

“I’m starving,” Amber announced. “Let’s see if there’s food downstairs.”

They stood, gathering jackets and phones. Di lingered a moment, looping an arm around Kara’s shoulders as the others headed for the door.

“So,” she said quietly, “how’s it going with your new girlfriend?”

Kara’s mind flashed to Vanessa. For a split second, she almost said her name—felt it rise, unguarded—before instinct and restraint pulled it back. They would find out eventually. Just not like this.

“Great,” Kara replied. “It’s still new.”

Di smiled. “Good. I’m glad to hear it. Is she okay with you being in another country?”

“Uh… I guess—”

“Kara!”

A voice cut in from the hall, bright and familiar.

She turned to see one of James’s friends approaching, already smiling, hand extended. “I thought that was you. How are you, doing? How’s April?”

Kara smiled automatically, stepping forward to greet him, the private moment dissolving back into the larger current of the house.

The conversation would have to wait.

***

The day unfolded easily.

Coffee in steady rotation. Conversations that looped and braided—old stories resurfacing, new ones beginning. Kara moved through it all with practiced grace, checking in where needed, laughing when appropriate, never lingering too long in any one place. Iceland had a way of flattening urgency. Even the light felt unhurried.

After lunch, she slipped away.

Her room was quiet, the bed warm with flannel sheets. Kara kicked off her shoes and lay back, the sounds of the house dimming as she closed her eyes. Her phone buzzed once, then again.

Vanessa: You disappeared.

Kara smiled.

Kara: Just resting upstairs.

A pause.

Vanessa: I could come up?

Kara didn’t hesitate.

Kara: Not yet.

Another pause—longer this time.

Vanessa: Okay. I miss you more than words can contain.

Kara let the phone rest on her chest, the screen dark against her skin. She blinked against the light filtering through the window, her thoughts drifting—inevitably—back to Vanessa.

To the way she'd sat on the arm of the couch that morning, bouncing occasionally when she spoke, her leg swinging loosely off to the side. Kara imagined the curve of her hips under those jeans, how it might feel to bend her over that very couch and take her from behind.

The phone slipped onto the comforter as Kara's hand moved beneath her waistband, fingers tracing steady circles into her clit. She pictured Vanessa naked on her knees, looking up at Kara with that sweet, trusting gaze while Kara kissed her from above. The image shifted—Vanessa bent over the edge of the bed, her back arching as Kara's hand came down in a sharp, deliberate smack that left a red handprint blooming against pale skin. Kara pictured Vanessa's breasts swaying with each thrust, her whimpers muffled against the sheets. Her fingers would be coated with Vanessa's arousal, slick and warm as they plunged deeper, feeling the tight clench of her pussy around Kara's knuckles. Vanessa would gasp, hips pressing back to meet each movement, until she was trembling, crying out as the pleasure overwhelmed her.

Kara's breath hitched, body arching as the orgasm washed over her in warm waves. A soft hum escaped her lips, fingers pressing deep as pleasure pulsed through her, leaving her trembling. As she caught her breath, warmth spread through her limbs, leaving her boneless and sated against the sheets. She drifted off to sleep without planning to. Less than an hour, but it was enough.

Dinner was simple and plentiful.

Slow-roasted lamb, carved thick and still steaming, its richness cut with rosemary and salt. A pan of flaky white fish dressed with butter and lemon. Dark, dense bread passed around, butter melting slowly into it.

For the vegetarian guests, there was a warm lentil and roasted vegetable dish—sweet carrots, potatoes, and beets folded together with herbs, hearty without trying too hard.

Kara ate easily, the food grounding her. Around the table, conversation rose and fell, plates refilled without comment.

Once—twice—she caught Vanessa’s eye down the length of it. Nothing held. Just brief glances, soft and secretive, before Vanessa looked back to the bridesmaid beside her, laughing at something Kara didn’t hear.

By the time dinner ended, Kara felt pleasantly full. Steady. Ready for heat and steam and the careful discipline of not reaching.

***

Steam curled low over the pools, the air sharp with minerals and heat.

Kara stepped out in a simple black one-piece, towel folded neatly over her arm. Functional. Unshowy. It suited her. Around her, people shed layers easily—robes hung on hooks, sandals abandoned in uneven rows. Laughter bounced off stone and water.

April stood near the edge of the largest pool in a dark green suit, hair pulled back, already flushed and radiant in that loose, celebratory way she’d worn all day. She was talking with Sarah, who wore a navy wrap and matching sandals, posture relaxed, one hand gesturing as she spoke. Stefan hovered nearby, half-listening, smiling. James floated in the pool talking with his brother.

Kara nodded to them as she passed, receiving easy smiles in return.

Her friends were impossible to miss.

Di wore a crisp white bikini under a light linen wrap she’d already shrugged off, perched on the pool’s edge like she was holding court. Stephanie had gone dramatic—black high-waisted bottoms, laughing with two people she’d known for all of ten minutes. Amber drifted between pools in a soft gray suit, towel slung loosely around her shoulders, at home everywhere.

It felt good to see them here. Grounding. Familiar. She sank down next to them. Looking out across the pool.

She noticed Vanessa was farther off.

She wore a deep blue swimsuit that caught the light when she moved, hair twisted up at the nape of her neck, shoulders bare. She’d been absorbed into a loose cluster of bridesmaids and younger guests—bright colors, easy laughter, bodies angled toward one another. A young man stood beside her, saying something that made her laugh, his hand gesturing animatedly as he spoke.

Kara felt the reaction before she could reason it away.

A quick tightening in her chest. Irrational. Unwanted. Vanessa wasn’t doing anything wrong. She was just… visible. Breathtaking and magnetic.

Kara forced her attention elsewhere as Stefan’s aunt drifted over, explaining—earnestly and uninvited—the importance of showering etiquette before entering the pools.

“Yes,” Di said, nodding along, voice loud. “That makes a lot of sense.”

Kara bit back a laugh.

Melanie appeared briefly at her side in a patterned one-piece and oversized towel, eyes scanning the pools. Kara noticed then that Melanie’s short hair was darker than usual—an ashier blonde, freshly done, probably for the trip. Her gaze moved between Kara’s friends—her former ones—before she hesitated and offered Di a quick, polite wave without stepping any closer.

“Hey,” Melanie said, noncommittal.

“Hey,” Kara replied.

Melanie glanced toward the younger crowd. “You know a way to get my kid to talk to me again?”

Kara didn’t look away. “Probably… by talking to her.”

Melanie smacked her thigh. “No, really!”

Kara laughed—and caught Vanessa watching them from across the pool, eyes wide with something unreadable. Kara pretended not to notice.

“Ask her how she’s doing,” Kara said evenly. “Show interest. I know she wants you to talk to her, Mel.”

Melanie exhaled, then squinted toward the pool. “I hope—I hope with my whole heart—she hooks up with that guy talking to her. Look at that body. Mm. If she doesn’t, I will.”

“Melanie,” Kara said. “What about Ned?”

“Ned’s fine,” Melanie said, sighing. “I keep catching him staring at girls. I don’t know what to think. He’s very friendly, but… I don’t know if I should trust him.”

Kara nodded, offering space. Waiting.

Melanie didn’t take it.

She lingered another moment, then drifted away again with a sigh—pulled back toward Ned and the group he was half-engaged with. She never fully joined any circle, hovering at the edges, present but unsettled.

Kara slipped into the water at last, heat sinking into her muscles. People adjusted around her without thinking—shifting, making space. Conversations bent. Paused. Continued. It wasn’t authority she held so much as steadiness—something others seemed to lean on without naming it.

She felt the attention before she saw it.

A man from Stefan’s family drifted closer through the steam—late thirties, maybe. Dark hair slicked back from the heat, posture open and easy. Icelandic, judging by his accent. He smiled when their eyes met, warm and unmistakably interested.

“First time here?” he asked, nodding toward the pools.

“First time,” Kara said, friendly and calm. “It’s beautiful.”

He laughed softly. “It grows on you. You’re the mother of the bride, I hear?”

Kara chuckled and nodded.

They spoke for a minute—nothing heavy. Where she was from. How long she’d be staying. He leaned in slightly, respectful but hopeful, the kind of interest that assumed nothing but left the door open.

Kara felt eyes on her then. Not just his.

James, farther across the pool, watching with that familiar, protective focus—present without intrusion. Melanie’s gaze flicked over from the edge, assessing. Her friends looked up immediately, amusement passing between them. And Vanessa—

Across the water, Vanessa had looked up.

Kara caught it in her peripheral. Just for a second.

She noticed the subtle change in the angle of Vanessa’s body, the way her attention shifted. Kara turned slightly, so she wouldn’t be tempted to look back.

The tightness in her chest eased. Not gone. Controlled.

She smiled at the man beside her, easy and kind. “What’s your name?”

“Lárus,” he said, flashing his white teeth.

“Nice to meet you, Lárus.”

“You as well, Kara.” He lingered a beat, then drifted away.

For a moment, Kara thought the pool hushed—just slightly—as if the water itself had paused to notice. Or maybe she imagined it. Heat and steam did strange things to perception.

Either way, eyes shifted. Conversations resumed. The water moved again.

Kara leaned back against the stone, shoulders loose, contained. Seen from every direction—and still entirely her own.

She glanced up at her friends seated along the edge and drifted over.

“What the hell was that?” Di hissed the second Kara surfaced.

Amber tilted her head, blinking a little too fast. “I’m sorry, were we supposed to pretend that didn’t just happen?”

“Girls,” Kara said mildly, “you know me. I was just being friendly.”

“Well,” Di said, cutting her eyes toward the direction the man had gone, “someone didn’t get that memo.” She leaned in closer. “When you let him down easy, make sure to tell him you travel with friends.”

Stephanie laughed, loud and delighted. Amber nodded in emphatic agreement.

“Settle down, you three,” Kara said, sticking out her tongue.

They laughed, the sound spilling back into the steam, easy and familiar.

April laughed nearby, water sloshing as she shifted closer to Sarah. Someone called Kara’s name from behind her—one of Stefan’s relatives—and she turned, answering easily, grounded again in the larger rhythm of the night.

When the conversation broke, Di tipped her head toward the building.

“Sauna?” she asked, already moving.

Stephanie made a face. “I’ll die in there, but yes.”

Amber laughed. “We’ll sit for five minutes and lie about how long we lasted.”

Kara followed them out of the pool, towel gathered loosely at her waist, heat still humming through her limbs. Inside, the air changed immediately—closer, denser.

The sauna door opened and closed with a soft, breathy thud.

Heat pressed in immediately, dense and enveloping. The four of them took seats along the wooden benches—Di stretching her legs out, Stephanie fanning herself dramatically, Amber settling back with a sigh.

The heat pressed in immediately, close and insistent. The four of them spread out along the benches, towels tugged tighter, skin already slick.

“Jesus,” Stephanie said, fanning herself dramatically. “Okay, yes. This is aggressive.”

They laughed, voices dropping instinctively in the enclosed space.

Di leaned back against the wall, eyes closed. “I’m voting we get irresponsibly drunk later and play poker.”

Amber groaned. “I need a drink so badly I can feel it in my bones.”

“Kara, you in?” Di asked, cracking one eye open.

“Oh my god, not tonight,” Kara said, smiling. “I’m still jet-lagged. Which reminds me—how are you three feeling?”

“Oh, like shit,” Amber said promptly.

“Truly awful, but also relaxed?” Stephanie said.

Di waved a hand. “We’ll revisit tomorrow.”

“Maybe tomorrow,” Kara said. “We’ll see.”

They sat there a moment longer, heat doing its work, conversation dissolving into easy silence and the occasional laugh. Kara felt herself settle, muscles loosening, the day finally quieting in her body.

The sauna door opened again.

A few of the bridesmaids slipped in, hesitating just inside before choosing spots. Vanessa followed, hair still damp, shoulders bare, the quiet confidence of someone used to heat. She took a seat across from Kara without ceremony.

Kara glanced up naturally—no hesitation, no calculation. Just a look.

Vanessa met it, calm and steady.

Amber leaned forward slightly, squinting. “Wait—Vanessa?”

Vanessa blinked, surprised. “Yeah?”

Amber’s face lit up. “Oh my god. You.” She laughed, delighted. “Jesus, look at you.”

Stephanie leaned in, smiling openly now. “You’ve grown up beautifully, sweetie.”

Di nodded, approving. “Seriously. You look good.”

Vanessa ducked her head, embarrassed but pleased. “Thank you.”

“And strong,” Amber added, glancing at her arms. “You lift weights, don’t you?”

Vanessa smiled. “Yeah.”

“You’re a gorgeous mix of your parents,” Di said easily. “You’ve got Melanie’s bone structure, but your father’s dark eyes and hair.”

Vanessa offered a polite smile and glanced once at Kara.

Kara was grateful her friends didn’t say anything more about Melanie. It was generous, considering the fallout there had been.

The older women drifted into conversation with the bridesmaids as a few more people filtered in. Two men entered, talking quietly in Icelandic, nudging each other as they joined the group. The heat thickened.

Finally, Kara lifted a hand to her forehead. It was too much.

“I’m tapping out,” she said, standing carefully and moving toward the door.

“Yeah—behind you, Kar,” Di said. “Just give me a second to figure out how to stand without dying.”

“Let me help you, miss,” one of the men offered, rising.

He steadied Di as Kara held the door open. As Di stepped past, Kara locked eyes with Vanessa—and something passed between them. Quiet. Unmistakable.

Di noticed. Tilted her head slightly.

She said nothing.

“Thank you,” Di said to the man, who nodded and slipped back into the sauna.

Kara and Di walked down the hall together, the cooler air hitting fast.

“Well,” Kara said, “looks like Stephanie enjoyed it in there after all.”

Di laughed. “Guess so.” She paused, then glanced sideways. “Hey—want to get some air?”

“Yes,” Kara said honestly. “My blood pressure feels dangerously low. I think I’m a little too relaxed.”

“Agreed.” Di smiled.

“Should we tell the others?”

Di shook her head. “Oh, don’t worry about them. They’ll catch up.”

They turned toward the changing rooms, still warm, still smiling—already easing back into themselves.


Chapter Eight: Thin Walls & Even Thinner Floors

The night air felt sharp after the heat, clean and bracing.

They’d barely gone a few steps when Di slowed, eyes lighting on a small windowed hut just off the path. A single bulb glowed inside. Someone leaned against the counter, laughing quietly.

“Oh,” Di said, pointing. “Absolutely. Yes.”

“What,” Kara asked warily.

“We are in Iceland. We are having one shot,” Di declared. “For circulation.”

“Oh, fine,” Kara repeated.

Inside, it was warm and bright in a practical way. The man behind the counter slid two small glasses toward them without asking too many questions. Clear liquid. Sharp scent.

“It’s Brennivín,” Di said approvingly. “Right?”

The man laughed. “Very good.”

They held the small glasses, standing shoulder to shoulder at the counter.

“To surviving the sauna,” Di said.

“To that,” Kara replied.

They drank.

It burned clean and fast, settling warm in Kara’s chest. They handed the glasses back with a wave and stepped outside into the dark.

“Okay,” Kara admitted. “That certainly helped. Moderation is always key.”

Di smiled, then leaned back against the railing, studying Kara with a familiarity she’d earned.

“So,” she said lightly. “Mind if I ask you something?”

Kara hesitated. Just a fraction. They started walking again, the path sloping gently toward the lodges.

“Of course,” Kara said.

Di nodded. “The woman you’re seeing—she’s here, isn’t she?”

“Yeah,” Kara said too quickly, then caught herself, lifting a hand to her mouth. “Wow.”

Di smiled, soft and genuine. “Good.”

They walked a few steps in companionable silence, their laughter low, the night holding them easily.

“It’s Vanessa, isn’t it?” Di said quietly—more observation than question.

“Yes,” Kara admitted, glancing over at her.

“I thought so. You look at her the way you do when you’ve already decided something.”

Kara snorted. “That sounds ominous.”

“Like a lioness,” Di went on mildly. “Focused. Intent. Not a bad thing—just intense.”

Kara winced. “Is it really that obvious?”

“Not to everyone,” Di said. “Just to me. I know you better than anyone, don’t I?”

That was true. Di hadn’t even been surprised when Kara came out to her. It was as if she’d known all along. Kara tipped her head back, taking in the clear sky, the scatter of stars overhead. “It happened fast. Very recently.”

Di hummed, thoughtful. “So how serious is it?”

Kara didn’t hesitate. “Growing more serious by the minute.”

“I’m all for you-know-who finding out eventually,” Di said calmly. “I can safely assume she hasn’t?”

“No. That’s not happening here,” Kara said. “Not until we’re back.”

She slowed, meeting Di’s eyes—a quiet warning.

“Don’t worry. God, don’t give me that look. It scares me, always has. This stays between you and me,” Di said immediately. “I won’t tell them.”

“Who?”

“The girls.”

“I don’t mind them being told. No one but April knows,” Kara said. “Probably Stefan too, but he doesn’t care.”

“What does April think?”

Kara huffed a laugh. “Di, she practically matched us together.”

Di grinned. “That is extremely on brand for your daughter. You raised a menace.”

Kara laughed with her.

“No,” Di said, her voice gentler now. “She’s lovely. Just like you, really. You should be very proud of her.”

“I am,” Kara said. “Every day.”

“As you should be, honey.” Di tipped her head, smiling. “Alright—let’s try not to get lost out here. Or maybe we should!”

Kara glanced over at her, mock horror on her face. “Wait, I think I know exactly where we are.”

They turned back toward the lodge, shoulders loose, steps unhurried—the conversation unfinished, but left exactly where it belonged.

***

By the time Kara got back to the house, the warmth from the saunas had faded into a pleasant heaviness. She went straight upstairs, shut her door, and turned on the shower. Even after the pools, she felt the need to wash the day away.

The water didn’t warm right away, so she brushed and flossed while she waited.

With a quiet sigh, she sat on the edge of the bed, scrolling absently through the news on her phone as the pipes clanked and complained. Somewhere below, a door opened and closed. Voices drifted up, muffled and indistinct.

A faint tapping reached her ears.

Kara barely registered it—assumed it was someone outside, or Melanie moving around downstairs. She set her phone aside and went to check the water again.

Still lukewarm.

She tugged her shirt up halfway, distracted, when she caught movement at the edge of her vision.

Her door was opening.

Vanessa slipped inside quickly, careful and quiet, and closed it behind her with hasty precision.

The room seemed to still all at once.

A moment later, Vanessa appeared in the bathroom doorway, smiling. She stepped close and leaned in, her voice barely a breath.

“Why don’t you lock your door?”

Kara shook her head, smiling back. “Did you?”

“Yes,” Vanessa whispered, her breath warm near Kara’s ear. “Don’t worry about my mom—they’re at the other lodge. I saw them leave five minutes ago.”

Kara drew back just enough to take in Vanessa's face—the way her eyelids fluttered at Kara's touch, the slight part of her lips. Kara's hands found the curve of Vanessa's waist, feeling the warmth of her skin through the thin fabric. Vanessa sucked in a sharp breath, eyes locked on Kara's face as if searching for permission.

Kara pressed soft, lingering kisses along Vanessa's jawline. One hand slid lower, splaying across the small of Vanessa's back while the other tangled in the damp strands of her hair. Vanessa's fingers moved with purpose, working to unhook Kara's bra.

“You've been driving me wild all day,” Kara murmured against her ear, the words barely audible in the quiet room.

A small smile touched Vanessa's lips. “Have I now?”

Kara backed her toward the vanity, each step commanding. Her mouth claimed Vanessa's, kisses deepening as they moved, soft murmurs mixing with the shower's hiss. With unhurried authority, Kara hooked her fingers under Vanessa's shirt, lifting it over her head in one smooth motion. The bra followed, Vanessa's breasts spilling free, tips hardening in the steamy air.

Vanessa's fingers trembled as she unhooked Kara's bra, palms brushing against Kara's sides as she slid the straps down. Kara waited, watching her, as Vanessa freed her from the remaining fabric. When Kara's hands moved to the waistband of Vanessa's leggings, Vanessa lifted her arms up without question as Kara yanked them down, panties catching briefly before both pooled at Vanessa's feet.

Kara's fingers traced patterns along Vanessa's inner thighs before finding her heat. She watched Vanessa's face as she entered her, slow and deep, their eyes locked in the golden light. Vanessa nodded, a soft whimper escaping her lips.

“Shh,” Kara murmured, shaking her head gently. “Not a sound.”

She turned Vanessa gently but firmly, pressing her forward by the back of the neck until her hands rested on the vanity. Vanessa watched Kara in the mirror as she bent down, hands parting her ass to reveal everything. With careful pressure, Kara guided one of Vanessa's legs up onto the sink, opening her completely.

The first touch of Kara's fingers from behind made Vanessa arch, her breasts swaying with each measured thrust over the sink. Her mouth hung open, silent save for the occasional gasp. When Kara's hand came to rest on Vanessa's shoulder, she pressed back, taking Kara's fingers deeper, eyes fluttering closed.

Kara alternated between fucking her with slow, methodical strokes and circling her clit until Vanessa's thighs began to tremble. She leaned forward to press kisses along Vanessa's spine, then gathered her hair into her fist, tugging just enough to make Vanessa look up at their reflection.

The moan that escaped Vanessa was uncontrolled, raw.

Kara tightened her grip, a gentle pressure that was unmistakable command. Her strokes deepened, each more deliberate than the last. The shower hissed around them, steam clinging to their skin as Vanessa's body surrendered completely. Vanessa's knuckles went white where she gripped the vanity, her head falling forward until her forehead nearly touched the mirror. Her breath came in ragged bursts, each one swallowed by the water's rhythm. Kara watched her in the glass—the arch of her back, the tremor running down her thighs, the way her mouth opened in silent pleasure.

Kara's hand came forward and kneaded her breast roughly, her teeth sinking into her own lower lip at the sight. Vanessa watched every reaction in the mirror, a line of spit dripping down from her mouth, eyes locked on Kara. When Kara's hand moved to her throat, fingers splaying possessively but without pressure, Vanessa's hips bucked hard, a small whine escaped her throat. Kara felt her pulse there, wild and urgent. She slowed then, almost to nothing, pulling back until Vanessa whimpered and pushed against her hand, seeking more.

“Patience,” Kara murmured, her voice low and sultry.

Vanessa shook her head, hair damp against her shoulders. “Please,” she whispered, and the word broke.

Kara gave her what she needed—a sudden, sharp thrust that made Vanessa cry out, the sound swallowed by the water as Kara covered her mouth with her free hand. Vanessa's tongue flicked against Kara's palm, testing, and Kara responded with three more quick, deep strokes that left Vanessa shuddering against her.

“Look at me,” Kara commanded softly.

Vanessa's eyes found hers in the mirror, dark and unfocused. Kara kept her gaze steady as she brought Vanessa to the edge, then held her there—fingers curling, stroking, teasing until Vanessa's legs threatened to give out beneath her. When Kara finally let her fall, it was with a series of quick, precise movements that left Vanessa sobbing quietly against the vanity, body wracked with pleasure so intense it bordered on pain.

Kara held her through it, one hand still buried deep, the other wrapped around her waist to keep her upright. She kissed vanessa's back, tasting salt and heat. She pulled her up.

Vanessa's knees gave out with a soft gasp, and Kara guided her gently to the floor, settling her against the bathmat. She gathered Vanessa into her arms, pressing soft kisses to her temples, her hair, the salty curve of her neck.

“You're okay,” Kara murmured against her skin. “You're okay, baby.”

Vanessa nodded, breath coming in ragged bursts, her body still trembling against Kara's. Kara's thumb traced patterns along her cheekbones, wiping away tears she didn't realize had fallen.

“Sometimes you like it like that,” Kara whispered nodding, her voice low and even. “Rough.”

Vanessa nodded slow and sweet.

“Because you know I'll take care of you,” Kara said, her words deliberate. She felt Vanessa's breath hitch, felt the way she pressed closer, seeking. “You know I’ll keep you safe. You love me, don't you?”

“I love you,” Vanessa whispered, the words muffled against Kara's shoulder. “Yes. I love you.”

Kara paused, her fingers threading through Vanessa's damp hair. She kissed her forehead softly. “I love you. You're mine,” she said, not quite a question. “Only mine?”

“Only yours,” Vanessa breathed.

Kara stayed still, holding her where she was, close enough to feel every breath. For a moment, something flickered across her face—a brief tightening at the corner of her jaw she didn’t bother to hide.

“There’s no one else?” she asked. Her voice was low, steady, even as her focus sharpened.

Vanessa swallowed, eyes wide and caught, like she’d been surprised into stillness.

“No one.”

Kara reached up then, smoothing a loose strand of hair back from Vanessa’s face. Her thumb lingered, grounding herself as much as Vanessa.

“You wouldn’t lie to me,” Kara said gently. It wasn’t a question. It was the truth she needed to hear.

“Never,” Vanessa whispered against her skin. “Never, never, never.”

Kara smiled, reining in the possessiveness she knew could press too hard on those who got too close, and carefully shifted, easing Vanessa back to the floor, folding a towel neatly beneath her head like a pillow. Kara knelt, her movements unhurried as she lowered her head to Vanessa's stomach. She pressed soft, wet kisses along the heated skin—across Vanessa's breasts and nipples, the curve of her belly—before working her way back up. Vanessa arched beneath her, fingers tangling in the bathmat, panting.

“Let me eat your pussy,” Kara whispered, her lips brushing against Vanessa's ear.

“Yes. Please,” Vanessa breathed, hips rising off the floor. “I need your mouth, Mommy.”

A soft smile touched Kara's lips. “Good girl.”

She settled between Vanessa's thighs, the steam from the shower still curling around them. Kara watched Vanessa's face as she lowered her head, their eyes locked in the dim light. The first touch of her tongue made Vanessa gasp, her back arching. Kara found her rhythm—slow, deliberate, then faster, circling and stroking until Vanessa's thighs began to tremble, her stomach rising and falling quickly.

Vanessa's pulled on the bathmat, her head falling back against the towel. Her breath came in ragged bursts, each one swallowed by the water's rhythm. Kara watched her in the steam—the arch of her back, the clenching in her stomach, the way her mouth opened in silent pleasure. Vanessa's thighs began to shake, a fine tremor that started at her knees and traveled upward. Kara felt it beneath her palms where they rested on Vanessa's skin, the muscles going tight, then releasing in waves. A sound broke from Vanessa's throat—not loud, but ragged, caught somewhere between a gasp and a sob. It was the kind of sound that stripped away everything else: the hiss of the shower, the steam clinging to their skin, the faint murmur of voices in the house. All of it dissolved into this one, desperate noise.

Kara moaned into Vanessa in response, her own body tightening.

Just as Kara adjusted her angle, her tongue finding that perfect spot that made Vanessa's hips lift from the floor, just as Vanessa began to meet Kara's movements with her own—another sound cut through the hiss of the shower. Faint, but unmistakable.

Melanie's voice, from downstairs.

Vanessa shot up, eyes wide with panic. “Kara—”

Kara paused, sitting up just enough to meet her gaze—calm, steady. Waiting.
She reached out, her fingers tracing the line of Vanessa’s jaw, not urging, not retreating.
An invitation she didn’t need to voice. A slow smile spread across her face as she leaned in, pressing a soft, reassuring kiss to Vanessa's lips.

“It's okay,” she whispered. “Lie back down, baby.”

Vanessa hesitated for just a second before sinking back onto the bathmat, trembling slightly. Kara returned her attention to what she'd started, her mouth finding Vanessa again with renewed purpose.

She wasn't afraid of Melanie's voice floating up through the floor. Like this, she wasn't afraid of anything at all.

***

Steam billowed around them as Kara reached for the soap, her fingers lathering Vanessa's back in slow, soothing circles. Vanessa leaned into her touch, head tipped back, water streaming down her face. When Kara's hands moved to her shoulders, Vanessa turned, pressing their bodies together, her mouth finding Kara's in a kiss that tasted of salt and heat.

Vanessa pulled back just enough to speak, her lips brushing Kara's ear. “Did you ever get that vibrator I sent you?”

Kara's hands stilled for a moment. She frowned slightly, the memory clicking into place.

“Oh,” Kara said, a laugh bubbling up. “I completely forgot about that.”

Vanessa pulled back, eyes wide with mock outrage. “You forgot it?”

Kara grinned, shaking her head as she rinsed soap from Vanessa's skin. “It's in my kitchen,” she admitted, laughter threading through her words.

Vanessa's breathy laugh filled the small space, echoing against the tiles as Kara pulled her close again.

Steam billowed around them as the water beat against their skin, their mouths meeting in a deepening kiss that seemed to exist outside of time. Water streamed down Vanessa's face as she tilted her head back, throat exposed. Kara's fingers tangled in her damp hair as she deepened the kiss, her tongue exploring Vanessa's mouth with slow strokes.

Vanessa broke away just enough to trail kisses down Kara's neck, her hands finding the curves of Kara's breasts. She knelt and as she took one nipple into her mouth, Kara gasped, her back arching slightly. Vanessa looked up as she sucked, her eyes dark with want, one hand massaging Kara's other breast in slow, circular motions.

Kara's fingers tightened in Vanessa's hair as she worked, guiding her movements with subtle pressure. She watched as Vanessa's tongue traced patterns across her stomach before moving lower still.

Melanie's voice drifted up through the floorboards again, closer this time. Kara froze for just a second before Vanessa's tongue found her, and the sound dissolved into nothing more than background noise. Kara's head fell back against the tiled wall as Vanessa's mouth moved against her with warm flicks, her hands gripping Kara's hips to keep her steady.

When the downstairs door shut, Vanessa paused, her movements stilling as she looked up at Kara. A slow, mischievous grin spread across her face.

“Finally,” she murmured, the sound barely audible against the hiss of the shower. Her hands came to grip Kara's ass.

Kara's hips shifted, meeting Vanessa's mouth, both falling in rhythm together as pleasure coiled tighter in her belly. Her fingers tangled in Vanessa's damp hair, not guiding but gripping when the sensation overwhelmed. She loved seeing Vanessa like this—eyes dark with concentration, cheeks hollowed as she worked with that perfect, knowing pressure. Kara's thighs trembled, the muscles tightening as Vanessa drove her higher, her tongue finding that spot that made Kara's breath catch and her vision blur out at the edges. When Vanessa glanced up, her gaze holding Kara's even as her mouth worked, Kara's control finally shattered.

Kara came with a gasp she couldn't contain, her hand slapping against the tiled wall to steady herself. Vanessa stayed with her through it, her mouth gentling as Kara shuddered, her body sagging against the wall. When Vanessa pulled back, her lips were swollen and red, a slow, satisfied smile spreading across her face.

Kara pulled Vanessa up, their bodies slick against each other as the water continued to stream down. Their mouths met in a messy, searing kiss. Kara tasted herself on Vanessa's tongue. Her fingers pressed into the younger woman’s shoulder as her body clenched, a reflex rooted in the fear of letting go—or being too much to hold.

Vanessa's arms wrapped around Kara's waist, holding her close as Kara's body slowly stopped trembling.

As Kara deepened the kiss, one hand slid down to claim Vanessa's ass, squeezing firmly. The sharp sound of her palm meeting flesh made Vanessa gasp into her mouth, her body arching as Kara laid a hand over her pussy, massaging gently. Vanessa responded by pressing closer, her tongue darting out to trace Kara's lips.

They stayed there like that until the water began to run cold.

“Well, that was wasteful of me,” Kara said, turning it off.

“Oh, don’t worry about it,” Vanessa whispered.

She turned back to Vanessa, hair dripping.

Vanessa looked at her sheepishly. “Can we...” she paused, breathless. “Can we cuddle on the bed?”

Kara met her gaze, her expression softening. “Yes,” she said, her voice low. “I'd love that.”

The sudden quiet made the drip of water against the tiles sound impossibly loud. They climbed out, steam still clinging to their skin as Kara grabbed two towels from the rack. She wrapped one around Vanessa first, then herself, rubbing the soft cotton against Vanessa's back in slow, calming circles.

Vanessa followed her into the bedroom, dropping her towel onto a chair before slipping under the covers. Kara joined her, the soft sheets felt good against her warm skin. Vanessa curled against Kara's side, her hand moving with purpose between Kara's thighs. She shifted, lowering her head to take Kara's nipple into her mouth as her fingers massaged Kara's pussy.

“I thought we were cuddling,” Kara whispered, amused.

Vanessa unlatched from her breast and scooted up to Kara's ear, “We can after. I don't know when we'll get time alone again. Let me?”

“Fine,” Kara said quietly, holding her gaze as the space between them narrowed to an inch.

Vanessa's fingers found Kara's clit, circling slowly as their eyes locked in the dim light. She nudged her nose against Kara's, pressing a soft kiss to her cheek. When her fingers entered Kara, she went slow, full, sinking deep inside until Kara's breath hitched. Kara's hand moved down, fingers finding her own clit, matching Vanessa's rhythm with quick, tight circles.

“Do I do a good job, Mommy?”

Vanessa's voice was soft against Kara's ear, her fingers stilling inside her. Kara turned her head, her breath catching as she met Vanessa's eyes in the dim light of the room.

“Yes, baby,” Kara whispered, her voice rough. “You do so good for Mommy.”

Vanessa smiled at that, her hips shifting slightly. Kara felt her own hips rise to meet the movement, a quiet moan escaping her lips.

“Always so eager to please me, aren't you?” Kara continued, her fingers tightening on Vanessa's shoulder.

Vanessa nodded quickly, her wet hair brushing against Kara's cheek.

Kara's hand came up from her clit to Vanessa's breast, massaging it before giving it a firm, possessive slap that made Vanessa gasp. The sound was sharp against their mingled breaths.

“You're a big girl now, aren't you?” Kara's voice was low, tight. “All grown up.”

“Yes, Mommy,” Vanessa whispered, her fingers stilling for just a moment before beginning their rhythm again, slow and deliberate.

Kara leaned in, their faces inches apart, her breath warm against Vanessa's lips. “You're Mommy's perfect little slut now, aren't you?”

Vanessa's eyes went wide, a soft “mmm” escaping her lips as she trembled, gasping. Her forehead pressed against Kara's mouth. Still, she continued, her fingers curling inside Kara as Kara bit her lower lip, looking down at the flush creep over Vanessa's chest. The sight made Kara's body tighten, her own release cresting as Vanessa's eyes fluttered, her movements growing more urgent. Kara’s hands went back to own clit, building up the last remaining pressure as she watched Vanessa breaking against her.

When Kara came, it was with a sharp exhale that Vanessa swallowed with a kiss, their bodies moving together in the dim light.

When Kara's body finally stilled, Vanessa withdrew her fingers slowly, bringing them to her lips to taste, locking eyes with Kara as she held them in her mouth. Kara watched her, mouth falling open, chest still heaving, then pulled her close. They lay tangled together, limbs heavy and languid in the warm room. Vanessa turned, curling her back against Kara's chest. Kara spooned her, fingers combing through Vanessa's hair, tracing the curve of her ear, her shoulder then down to lace their fingers together over Vanessa's heart.

“We should go out on our own somewhere,” Kara murmured against her neck. “Would you like that?”

“Like on a date?” Vanessa asked, her voice soft in small room.

“Yes. Something spontaneous. Find some coffee, see what else we can get up to. Just us.”

Vanessa shifted, pressing back against Kara. “That sounds perfect.”

Kara tightened her hold, pressing a soft kiss to Vanessa's cheek, then to her temple, breathing in the scent of her hair.

Then there was a banging sound, like furniture hitting the wall repeatedly.

Through the floorboards came the unmistakable sound of a moan—Melanie's voice, thick with pleasure.

They both froze.

Vanessa look back at Kara, shock flooding her face. She shook her head hard, hands lifting in a frantic no, no, already scrambling off the bed. She grabbed her clothes from the floor in the bathroom, fumbling with her leggings as she tried to pull them on, movements clumsy with panic.

Kara sat up as well, swinging her legs over the side of the bed. She reached for a loose T-shirt draped over the chair and pulled it on as she stood, grounding herself before speaking.

“This is probably the best time for you to go,” she said quietly.

Vanessa nodded, breath unsteady, fingers struggling with the clasp of her bra. She pressed it tight to her chest like armor, shaking her head again as if to clear it.

“God,” she whispered. “Yes. This is—this is absolutely the best time.”

Kara walked her to the door. Their hands found each other for a brief second, squeezing once before they shared a soft, hurried kiss—tender, wordless, full of understanding.

Then Vanessa slipped out, pulling the door shut behind her with careful, practiced quiet.


Chapter Nine: Your Downfall

Kara woke to the muted hush of the lodge settling into morning.

Light filtered in through the thin curtains, pale and cool, the kind that suggested fog still clinging to the hills outside. For a moment, she lay still, listening—distant footsteps in the hall, the soft clink of dishes downstairs. She reached for her phone on the nightstand and slipped one earbud in, letting quiet music fill her head while she scrolled.

She typed a message without thinking too much about it.

Good morning beautiful. I hope you slept okay.

She set the phone down before waiting for a reply, pulled on a sweater, and headed downstairs.

Breakfast was informal—serve yourself, drift in and out, no assigned seats. The long wooden table was scattered with bowls of fruit, nuts, bread, yogurt, jars of honey and jam. Kara poured herself coffee, then scooped skyr into a small bowl, adding berries with careful precision. She stood near the counter, eating slowly, scanning the room more out of habit than interest.

That was when Melanie appeared at her side.

She looked pleased. Smug, even. Hair brushed just so, a faint glow beneath her skin that suggested she wanted to be noticed.

“I had an amazing night,” Melanie said lightly.

“Oh?” Kara replied, not looking at her.

She took another bite of skyr, the tartness grounding.

Melanie smiled wider. “And something tells me… you did too.”

Kara said nothing. She shifted her weight, eyes moving over the room—April laughing with someone near the windows, Stefan pouring coffee, Ned nowhere to be seen.

“I heard you,” Melanie continued, lowering her voice just enough to make it feel conspiratorial. “Moaning, Kara Davis. Through the floor.” She tilted her head. “It was that man from the sauna, wasn’t it?”

Kara’s spoon paused once. Then she shook her head, calm.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said evenly. “It wasn’t me.”

Because it hadn’t been. Probably.

Melanie scoffed, clearly taking the denial as confirmation. “You’re so secretive,” she said. “I’ve always known you were hooking up behind my back. Now I have proof.”

Kara finally looked at her.

For just a second, she felt it—the pull to be honest, the old resentment rising like a tide she’d never quite named. How easy it would be to shatter this certainty. To watch Melanie’s confidence collapse under the weight of the truth.

But then something else tugged at her. Not guilt. Not fear.

Empathy.

Melanie had no idea what she was circling. No language for it. No imagination for the thing she was brushing up against.

Kara took another bite of skyr.

April appeared beside them then, her presence cutting through the tension like sunlight.

“We’re thinking of heading into the city today,” she said brightly. “Do some sightseeing. Would you two like to join us?”

“That sounds lovely, honey,” Kara said at once.

“I’ll have to ask Ned,” Melanie said, already glancing around for him.

April didn’t move. She looked at her mother—really looked at her—for a long moment before nodding once and drifting off to talk to other guests.

Melanie leaned closer. “He’s probably still sleeping,” she said. “Long night.”

“Uh-huh,” Kara replied, unbothered.

She finished her breakfast, rinsed the bowl, and headed for the door.

Just before pushing it open a voice came from behind her, loosening something in Kara’s chest.

“Morning, Kara.”

Vanessa stood a few feet away, jacket pulled close, eyes bright.

Kara paused a smile forming, she took a step closer.

“We’re all going into town,” she said, voice low. “Sightseeing. Want to come?”

“Yes,” Vanessa answered without hesitation. “When?”

“You’ll have to ask April,” Kara said with a small smile. “I’m going to see if my friends want to join.”

Vanessa hesitated. “Oh—you’re going now? Can I walk you?”

Kara paused—just a beat—then nodded. “Yes. That’d be fine.”

They turned together just as Melanie emerged, laughing loudly at something Ned had said.

“Where are you two going?” Melanie asked, her gaze flicking between them.

“I’m walking with Aunt Kara down to the other lodge,” Vanessa said easily.

Kara met Melanie’s eyes for a moment. Long enough to register the flicker there—jealousy, irritation, something unexamined.

Then she turned away, Vanessa close behind.

Outside, the air was cool and clean, the path between the lodges damp with morning dew. They walked side by side, close but not touching, the city waiting somewhere beyond the hills.

And for the first time in a long while, Kara didn’t feel the need to look back.
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The fire had burned low enough that the room felt more amber than bright, the kind of morning light that made everyone speak softer without meaning to. Kara cradled her mug between both hands, listening more than she talked, letting the heat bleed into her fingers.

Her shoulder length hair caught the glow of the fire, the softer strands at her temples almost honeyed in the light. She wore a brown knit sweater beneath a plaid jacket she hadn’t bothered to take off, dark trousers tucked neatly into boots. Practical. Unshowy. The kind of outfit that suggested she was ready to leave at any moment if she needed to.

Melanie wasn’t nearby. Kara noticed the absence before she noticed anything else.

Her eyes drifted, unbidden, to the end of the couch. Vanessa sat there, legs folded beneath her, hair tucked into her hoodie. She smiled when their eyes met—quick, polite, nothing anyone else would notice.

Kara looked away first.

For a moment, Kara let herself imagine something harmless.

Vanessa sitting closer. An arm along the back of the couch. The easy weight of her settling into Kara’s side like it belonged there. A tender kiss to her forehead—quiet, ordinary things most couples could do in public without consequence.

The thought tightened something in her chest.

Yesterday, while they’d been out shopping, Vanessa had slipped her arm through Kara’s without thinking. It had felt natural—right—until Kara noticed the looks. Not hostile. Just curious. Strangers clocking something, holding their gaze a beat too long. Kara had slowed, then gently eased her arm free, creating space without saying why.

Vanessa had noticed immediately.

The rest of the afternoon she’d kept asking if something was wrong. Kara had shaken her head every time.

“I’m fine, dear,” she’d said softly. “Just tired. Why don’t you go with the other bridesmaids? Have some fun.”

They hadn’t slept in the same room. Vanessa had come by quietly, slipping into Kara’s doorway like she belonged there. Kara had kissed her once—quick, restrained.

“We can’t tonight,” Kara had whispered. “I can hear them downstairs.”

“So what?” Vanessa had said, barely audible.

Kara hadn’t answered. She’d walked her back to her door, squeezed her hand, and spent the night alone.

The memory slipped away, snapping Kara back into the present.

A sigh rolled out of her before she could stop it, then she took another sip of coffee.

“You okay, Mom?” April asked from the love-seat nearby.

“Everything is perfect, honey,” Kara said easily. “I just didn’t sleep much.”

April frowned. “Oh—is the bed uncomfortable?”

“No, sweetheart. Just thinking about work stuff.” Kara lifted her brows. “And drinking too much coffee.” She set her mug down with finality.

Stefan laughed. “No such thing.”

“Of course there is,” April chuckled. “You shouldn’t have coffee after noon. Also, who drinks espresso after dinner anyways?”

“Hey, you’ll get used to it, honey,” Stefan said. “Just takes commitment.”

Stefan’s father said something in Icelandic, gesturing animatedly. Stefan responded, shaking his head. Both men laughed.

April gave him a look through her brows and he responded by kissing her.

Just like that, the moment passed.

Kara stood and moved toward the kitchen.

“Kara,” Stefan said, following her partway. “We’re going out for lunch. James and Sarah, April, my parents.” He smiled. “We’d love it if you came.”

“Oh,” Kara said. “That sounds nice.”

“Alright, we’ll be heading out soon.”

“Sure.”

She smiled to him as he turned, then caught Vanessa’s eyes across the room. It was quick. Barely anything at all.

Then Kara turned away.

She stepped out onto the porch, the cold air sharp and clarifying. She hadn’t even taken a full breath before the door opened again.

“Hey, Aunt Kara.”

Kara turned. “Hi, Vanessa. How are you?”

“I’m good.” Vanessa hesitated, then tilted her head slightly. “Do you want to go for a walk?”

They didn’t go far—just down the path toward the other lodge, where the trees grew thicker and the ground dipped enough to feel private. They talked about the weather, the food, how strangely awake everyone seemed despite the long nights. Ordinary things. Safe things.

But the glances they shared lingered too long to be ordinary. Each look carried weight, as if both of them were checking—measuring—how close was too close.

The noise from the house faded behind them, replaced by wind moving through branches and the faint murmur of distant voices.

Vanessa slowed.

Then she stopped.

She stepped in close and tugged Kara gently by the front of her coat. Kara let herself be pulled in just long enough to smooth Vanessa’s hair back, her thumb brushing her cheek with practiced tenderness.

The kiss was soft. Careful. Almost restrained enough to pass for nothing.

Vanessa rested her cheek against Kara’s. “Would you consider switching rooms?” she asked quietly. “The other lodge. We could even stay together.”

Kara stilled.

Her hand dropped from Vanessa’s face, and she pulled back just enough to break the shape of them.

“Sweetheart,” she said gently, “that would raise too many questions.”

Vanessa’s mouth tightened. “I thought I could do this—the secrecy. But I can’t anymore.” She drew a breath, steadying herself. “I don’t want to. This would be the perfect time to tell my mom that we’re—”

“Vanessa, no.” Kara stepped closer again, instinctively grounding, her voice low. “Now is the worst possible time.”

Vanessa searched her face. “Why?”

“Because we’re in another country,” Kara said carefully. “Because emotions are already high. Because if it goes badly, there’s nowhere soft to land.”

Vanessa’s shoulders lifted, then fell. “So we just keep pretending?”

“For now,” Kara said. “Yes.”

The word settled between them—heavy, unresolved.

Vanessa nodded once, not agreeing so much as accepting the truth for the moment. She took a step back, putting space where Kara hadn’t meant to create it.
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