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The Guest Room

Oliver Bennett arrived in the rain with one suitcase, two duffel bags, and the rapidly decomposing remains of his dignity.

The house looked like the kind of place people recovered from nervous breakdowns in expensive television dramas.

Warm light glowed behind towering glass windows. Pale stone walls rose beyond black iron gates slick with rainwater. Everything about it felt restrained and impossibly expensive, like somebody had designed it specifically to make Oliver aware he currently owned fourteen dollars and a hoodie that smelled faintly like his ex-boyfriend.

Henry killed the engine beside him.

“You’re doing the stare again,” he said.

Oliver kept looking at the house. “What stare?”

“The tragic one.”

“I’ve earned it.”

Henry sighed heavily. “Your lease ended. You were not evicted.”

“Jasper told me I could stay.”

“And then Jasper slept with his yoga instructor.”

Oliver finally looked over. “Can we not discuss my emotional collapse in front of the haunted rich-person estate?”

“It’s not haunted.”

“It has gates, Henry.”

“It’s a house.”

“It has a gravel drive.”

Henry ignored him and climbed out into the rain.

Oliver stayed in the passenger seat another few seconds, watching water slide down the windshield in crooked silver streaks. His stomach twisted harder the longer he looked at the place.

He already hated arriving somewhere vulnerable.

Then the front door opened.

A man stepped into the warm light.

Tall. Dark-haired. Rolled white sleeves pushed to his forearms. Not stiff exactly, but composed in the effortless way attractive older men sometimes were. Rain and gold light caught faint silver near his temples as he came down the steps.

Oliver’s brain stalled completely.

Oh, that was unfortunate.

Henry waved casually. “Sebastian.”

Right.

Sebastian Ashford.

The architect friend.

The divorced architect friend.

The architect friend with a spare bedroom and apparently the face of a man who ruined lives quietly.

Oliver climbed out of the car too fast and immediately dropped one of his duffel bags straight into a puddle.

Perfect.

Sebastian reached them a second later.

“Let me get that.”

Low voice. Calm voice. English enough to make Oliver abruptly aware of every dumb thing his body was doing.

“I’ve got it,” Oliver said automatically.

He did not, in fact, have it.

Sebastian picked the soaked bag up easily before Oliver could embarrass himself further. Their fingers brushed briefly in the exchange.

Oliver noticed immediately.

His nervous system noticed immediately.

Annoying.

Sebastian looked at him then. Properly.

Not lingering. Not flirtatious. Just attentive enough to make Oliver suddenly conscious of the rain dripping from his hair and the fact he probably looked like a damp Victorian orphan.

“You must be Oliver.”

“Unfortunately.”

Henry groaned softly behind them.

Sebastian’s mouth twitched like he was suppressing a smile.

That somehow felt worse.

“Come inside before you freeze.”

The warmth hit Oliver immediately the second the door opened.

Wood floors. Soft lighting. Rain tapping steadily against massive windows somewhere deeper in the house. It smelled faintly like cedar, coffee, and expensive soap.

The kind of smell emotionally stable people probably had.

Oliver stood dripping onto the entryway rug while Sebastian set the luggage down near the staircase.

“This is temporary, by the way,” Oliver said quickly. “Just so nobody thinks I make a habit of showing up at beautiful strangers’ houses after romantic disasters.”

Henry muttered, “That’s definitely new.”

Oliver elbowed him without looking.

Sebastian glanced back toward Oliver. “You’re not a stranger.”

“That feels generous considering we met thirty seconds ago.”

“You’re Henry’s brother.”

Oliver considered that. “That’s a character reference with limited range.”

This time Sebastian actually smiled.

Small. Brief. Tired around the edges.

And for the first time, Oliver noticed something underneath all the elegance and composure — a faint exhaustion around Sebastian’s eyes. Not age. Something quieter than that.

Loneliness maybe.

Oddly, that made him more attractive.

Which felt unfair.

Henry clapped his hands together once. “Right. I should head back before the roads get worse.”

Oliver turned immediately. “You’re leaving already?”

“You knew I was leaving.”

“I thought there’d be more emotional ceremony involved.”

Henry laughed softly before pulling him into a quick hug. Then, quieter near his ear:

“You’re safe here, Ollie.”

That hit harder than expected.

Oliver swallowed once and nodded before stepping back.

A minute later the front door shut behind Henry, and the house fell strangely quiet.

Not empty exactly.

Still.

Sebastian stood near the staircase with his hands in his pockets, watching Oliver with careful patience like he already understood people sometimes needed a second to adjust to kindness.

“I’ll show you the guest room,” he said.

Oliver followed him upstairs, suitcase wheels bumping softly behind them.

The room itself nearly made him laugh.

Huge bed. Cream-colored walls. Private bathroom. Rain-dark gardens stretching beyond enormous windows.

“This is ridiculous,” Oliver said.

Sebastian set the duffel near the foot of the bed. “It’s just a guest room.”

“No, this is where emotionally damaged people recover before falling in love with unavailable men in BBC dramas.”

A quieter smile this time.

Real enough that Oliver had to look away.

Sebastian paused near the doorway.

“Stay as long as you need.”

The words landed gently.

Too gently.

Oliver looked down briefly at the soaked luggage by his feet.

“Thank you,” he said, and meant it more than he wanted to.

Sebastian nodded once before leaving him alone with the sound of rain against the windows and the uncomfortable realization that the guest room might not actually be the dangerous part of the house after all.
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Midnight Kitchen

Oliver lasted a little over three hours before humiliating himself again.

Not publicly this time, which felt like progress.

The problem was the guest room.

It was too quiet. Too comfortable. Too carefully arranged in the unsettling way expensive homes always were, where every lamp and chair seemed selected by someone who remembered to renew passports before they expired.

Oliver lay flat on his back staring at the ceiling while rain whispered steadily against the windows.

Breakups distorted ordinary things.

A week ago he’d been arguing over takeaway with Jasper and pretending shared grocery lists counted as emotional stability. Now he was alone in a luxury guest room in the countryside trying not to think about how quickly someone could stop choosing you once they’d decided they were finished.

That thought earned an immediate veto from his brain.

At half past midnight he gave up on sleep entirely, dragged himself out of bed, and wandered downstairs wearing joggers and an old university hoodie he probably should’ve thrown away years ago.

The house glowed softly in the dark.

Muted lights beneath cabinets. Jazz drifting quietly from somewhere deeper inside. Rain streaking silver across enormous windows.

And standing barefoot in the kitchen with a whiskey glass in one hand was Sebastian Ashford.

Of course he was.

Apparently the man also looked devastating under low lighting. Very selfish behavior honestly.

Sebastian glanced up the second Oliver appeared in the doorway.

For a brief, awkward moment neither of them said anything.

Oliver became abruptly aware of several things at once:


• rolled white sleeves

• bare feet against dark tile

• the fact Sebastian somehow looked more relaxed at midnight than most people did on holiday



Unhelpful observations all around.

“You always wander through strangers’ houses after midnight?” Sebastian asked.

Oliver leaned lightly against the doorway. “Only during periods of emotional collapse.”

“That sounds serious.”

“It’s British,” Oliver said with a shrug. “We turn psychological distress into banter so nobody gets uncomfortable.”

A small laugh escaped Sebastian before he seemed entirely prepared for it.

The sound caught Oliver off guard.

Not because it was loud. Because it wasn’t. Quiet, rough around the edges, warmer than Oliver expected from someone who looked this composed all the time.

Immediately dangerous.

“Couldn’t sleep?” Sebastian asked.

Oliver rubbed a hand over the back of his neck. “My ex cheated on me with a yoga instructor named Celeste.”

Sebastian considered that for a second. “That does feel unnecessarily specific.”

“Exactly. You understand.”

Another quiet laugh.

Oliver found himself relaxing despite himself.

Which felt suspicious.

Sebastian crossed toward the kettle. “Tea?”

Oliver narrowed his eyes slightly. “Was that ever optional?”

“I was trying to appear polite.”

“That’s fair.”

Oliver wandered farther into the kitchen while Sebastian filled the kettle.

The room was beautiful in the same understated way the rest of the house was. Dark counters. Soft pendant lights. Rain moving endlessly across glass.

Nothing cluttered. Nothing accidental.

It should’ve felt cold.

Instead it felt tired.

“You designed this place yourself?” Oliver asked.

Sebastian nodded once. “Years ago.”

Oliver studied the room another second before the thought slipped out accidentally.

“It feels lonely.”

The silence afterward wasn’t dramatic. Just noticeable.

Sebastian’s hand paused briefly against the counter before continuing again.

Right. Excellent work, Oliver.

“Sorry,” he said quickly. “That sounded rude.”

“No,” Sebastian replied after a moment. “Just honest.”

That answer landed more heavily than Oliver expected.

And suddenly he noticed details he hadn’t before.

Only one mug sitting beside the coffee machine. One coat hanging near the back door. Silence that didn’t feel peaceful so much as practiced.

This wasn’t a home someone shared.

It was a home someone occupied.

The kettle began to hum softly between them.

Sebastian leaned one shoulder against the counter. “You can admit it, by the way.”

Oliver blinked. “Admit what?”

“You expected me to be older.”

Oliver nearly inhaled wrong. “I didn’t—”

“You did.”

“Well,” Oliver admitted weakly, “you’re an architect with a country house and a whiskey habit. I assumed there’d be at least another decade involved.”

Sebastian laughed quietly into his glass.

“There it is.”

“What?”

“The personality Henry warned me about.”

Oliver straightened immediately. “He talks about me?”

“He said you flirt accidentally.”

The room went still.

Not externally.

Internally.

Oliver stared at him across the kitchen island while several horrifying realizations occurred in rapid succession.

“Oh no,” he muttered finally. “Am I doing that right now?”

Sebastian lifted one eyebrow.

“You tell me.”

The kettle clicked off behind them.

Neither moved immediately.

Rain rolled softly against the windows while jazz drifted low through the house, and Oliver became painfully aware that the kitchen somehow felt smaller than it had five minutes ago.

Warmer too.

Sebastian finally turned back toward the stove.

“Tea,” he said calmly, like he hadn’t just destabilized Oliver’s entire nervous system.

Coward.

Oliver watched him move around the kitchen with easy confidence — steady hands, relaxed posture, loneliness tucked so neatly beneath composure most people probably never noticed it.

Unfortunately, Oliver noticed it immediately.

And suddenly he had the deeply inconvenient feeling Sebastian Ashford might become a serious problem.
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Thunderstorm

The storm knocked the power out just after midnight.

One second Oliver was half-asleep in bed with a book slipping from his hands.

The next, the entire room vanished into darkness.

Rain slammed violently against the windows while thunder cracked hard enough to rattle the walls.

“Oh, brilliant,” Oliver muttered into the dark.

Lightning flashed a second later, bleaching the room pale blue for half a heartbeat before disappearing again.
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