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The night stretched wide above them, a canvas of deep indigo punctuated by the pale glow of the moon. A faint breeze stirred the leaves, carrying the scent of damp earth and blooming jasmine. The garden, normally a place of quiet solitude, now felt charged, like it was holding its breath along with them.

Blaze stood beneath the old oak, his muscular frame barely touched by the silver light filtering through the branches. His gaze was steady, unreadable, yet something in his stance—something in the way he hadn’t stepped back—spoke volumes.

Skye shifted, the cool grass pressing against her bare feet. She wasn’t sure why she had wandered outside tonight, but now that she was here, with him standing just a breath away, she couldn’t bring herself to leave.

“You shouldn’t be out here this late,” Blaze murmured, his voice deep, edged with something unspoken.

Skye tilted her head, a slow, knowing smile playing on her lips. “Neither should you.”

The world around them seemed to hold its breath. The whisper of the wind, the distant rustling of leaves—it all faded into nothing as Blaze leaned in, his lips brushing against hers in a slow, deliberate kiss.

Skye felt her pulse quicken, the warmth of his touch sending a quiet thrill through her. It was tender, yet charged, a moment suspended between hesitation and inevitability.

When he pulled back, his gaze lingered on hers, searching, waiting. The silence between them carried weight—unspoken thoughts, tangled emotions, and the undeniable truth of what had just happened.

Would she say something? Or would the night speak for them both?

Blaze pulled back just enough to let the cool night air slip between them, but his smirk lingered. His thumb brushed lightly against her jaw before he straightened, exuding that effortless confidence that made it impossible to tell whether he was teasing or daring her to admit the truth.

"You’re gonna miss me while I’m away," he said, his voice smooth, assured, like he was stating a fact rather than offering a question.

Skye tilted her head, eyes glinting in the moonlight as she studied him. He was unreadable, frustratingly sure of himself, and yet—he wasn’t wrong. She would miss him.

Skye let a slow, amused hum slip past her lips as she stepped back just enough to let the night air cool the space between them. Her gaze remained locked on his, playful, unreadable.

"Maybe," she mused, drawing out the word like it was something worth savoring. "Then again... maybe not."

She saw the flicker of something in his eyes—challenge, intrigue—but she didn’t give him the satisfaction of confirming it. Instead, she let the moment, let the uncertainty linger just long enough to be maddening.

Then, with a teasing smirk, she turned on her heel, letting her fingers trail lightly over his arm as she moved past him.

"Guess you'll just have to wonder," she tossed over her shoulder.

But she didn’t get far.

Their eyes locked, the air thick with anticipation. And then, as if the universe had decided enough was enough, he pulled her back to him, his kiss deepening. It was no longer a question or a dance of doubt—it was a declaration, a silent promise that neither could ignore.

His hands slid around her waist, his touch firm, possessive. Skye’s arms wound around his neck, pulling him closer still. The teasing, the games, the tension—it all melted into something undeniable. The kiss grew urgent, a silent confession of the passion that had simmered just beneath the surface for so long.

Her heart hammered in her chest, a wild, erratic rhythm that matched the pounding of the blood in her ears. She could feel the warmth of his body, the steady beat of his heart against hers—it was like a crescendo building, a storm that had been waiting for just the right moment to break free.

And as the kiss deepened further, she knew that she was lost. Lost in a whirlwind of desire that she had never felt before, and she didn’t want to be found.

Their breaths grew ragged, mingling in the stillness of the night. The world had narrowed to just the two of them, the garden a mere backdrop to the unfolding scene of raw, unbridled passion.

Blaze’s hands began to roam, tracing a fiery path over her skin as he explored her curves. Skye gasped, her body arching into his touch. The cool fabric of her nightgown was no match for the heat that was building between them.

Their kiss grew more demanding, their bodies moving in a silent dance of need and want. He slid his hand up her spine, sending shivers down her body, and she responded by tightening her grip on him, her nails digging into his skin.

It was a dance that had no end, a passion that had no limits. And as the night deepened around them, the boundaries of their friendship blurred, replaced by something infinitely more intense, more dangerous, and infinitely more exciting.

Their breaths grew shallower, the world outside forgotten as they became lost in each other. The kiss grew deeper, more urgent, a silent promise that the night was just beginning—a night that would forever alter the course of their lives.

With a sudden, desperate urgency, they soon shed their clothes. The fabric of their lives peeled away, revealing the raw, untouched beauty beneath. Blaze’s eyes darkened as he took in the sight of Skye, her skin moonlit and gleaming, her curves a siren’s call he could no longer resist.

Her eyes shimmered with a mix of excitement and trepidation as she watched him, but she made no move to stop him. Instead, she stepped closer, her own hands moving to unbutton his shirt, one by one, revealing the sculpted abs that had haunted her dreams.

Their bare skin met, and the contact sent a jolt of electricity through both of them. It was like nothing they ever felt before, like coming home after a lifetime adrift at sea.

Skye’s heart raced as she felt the warmth of his chest against her, the roughness of his skin against her palms. He was so close she could feel his breath on her neck, sending goosebumps racing over her body.

The air was charged with energy, the scent of their arousal mingling with the sweetness of the blooming jasmine. As their bodies aligned, the anticipation grew, a tight coil of desire that threatened to snap at any moment.

Deep inside her, she could feel him growing harder, his length pressing insistently against her, and she couldn’t help but enjoy the feeling. 

“Blaze..." Her voice was a breath, a whisper tangled between want and reason. "Blaze, we're unprotected—"

But he wasn’t listening. Or if he was, he didn’t care.

Their hips ground together, the friction sending waves of pleasure rippling through her. The danger of the unknown only added to the excitement, heightening every sensation.

“Blaze...” she said once again as her voice trailed off, lost in the moment.

“Fuck you feel good,” Blaze growled as he thrust in and out of her as her hands slid down his back, her nails digging in, urging him closer as they moved together in a rhythm that seemed to have been written in the stars.

Their kisses grew sloppier, more desperate, as the heat between them built to an unbearable crescendo. The thought of what could happen, of the consequences of their actions, was a distant whisper in the back of her mind, but she didn’t care. All she cared about was the here and now, the feel of him against her, the promise of ecstasy just within reach.

"Blaze, I need... I need..." Her voice quivered, barely a breath, as though speaking the words aloud might shatter the fragile spell of the moment. The sentence drifted, unfinished, lost in the tangle of emotion that thickened the air between them.

"Shhh..." His voice was a low murmur, steady and sure. "I've got you. I know what you need." His touch, warm and grounding, invited her to let go—to surrender to the moment, to him.

Their breathing grew more ragged, their movements more urgent, as they danced on the precipice of something incredible. And when the moment finally came, it was like nothing they had ever experienced before—a connection so profound it was as if their very souls had become entwined.

Their bodies trembled together as they reached the peak of their passion, their cries of pleasure echoing through the quiet night. It was a moment that would be etched in their memories forever, a moment that would change everything.

Still inside of her, Blaze kissed her. "Are you ok, Skye?

Her eyes searched his with a mix of passion and fear. "Yes," she murmured. But her voice was shaky. "We ...we were just unprotected."

Blaze's eyes widened, the reality of the situation finally sinking in. He hadn't been thinking about protection—he hadn't been thinking at all. He had just been lost in the feeling of her. "I'm sorry, baby," he said, his voice thick with concern. "We'll deal with it, whatever happens. Together."

But Skye couldn't shake the feeling of unease. The passion of the moment had given way to a cold reality, one she hadn't been prepared for. She felt him, still hard within her, and it sent a thrill through her that was now tinged with fear. This wasn't just passion anymore; it was potential life.

Ignoring the fear that began to coil in her belly like a serpent, she leaned into Blaze, her hands tracing the contours of his muscular back. She focused on the way his skin felt beneath her fingertips, the way his breath hitched when she touched him in just the right spot. She focused on the here and now, the aftermath of their lovemaking, the gentle way he held her, the comforting warmth of his arms around her.

Her hips ground against his, a subconscious movement driven by a need to feel him deeper, to erase the doubt that had begun to seep into her mind. She felt him swell within her once more, and she gasped, arching her back, silently begging for him to fill her up again. He responded to her unspoken plea, his hips moving with hers in a slow, sensual rhythm that sent waves of pleasure through her body.

"Harder," she whispered, her voice a breathless moan that seemed to echo through the night. And Blaze complied, pinning her arms above her head with one strong hand, using the other to explore her body, to tease her until she was squirming beneath him. The sensation of being held down, being taken, was intoxicating, and she begged for more, her voice growing louder, more demanding.

The new position sent a fresh wave of pleasure through her, his thrusts hitting her at just the right angle to make her eyes roll back in her head. She could feel her orgasm building again, a slow burn that grew hotter and more insistent with each stroke. She bit her bottom lip to keep from screaming, her teeth sinking into the soft flesh as she fought to hold back the tide of pleasure that threatened to overwhelm her.

"Mm, fuck Skye," he murmured, his voice low and gruff with passion. "You feel like heaven."

Her body responded to his words, her inner muscles clenching around him, pulling him deeper. He groaned in response, his rhythm growing more intense, more powerful. The sound of their bodies coming together filled the room, a symphony of need and desire that seemed to crescendo with each passing second.

"I'm going to come," he gritted out, his eyes squeezed shut, his jaw clenched with the effort of holding back.

Skye's breath hitched as she felt his muscles tense, his whole body poised on the edge of release. "Do it," she urged, her voice raw with desire. "Come inside me."

And with a guttural moan that seemed to come from the very depths of his soul, Blaze did just that. He erupted within her, filling her with his heat and passion. The sensation sent her over the edge as well, her orgasm crashing over her in a tidal wave of pleasure that left her boneless and panting beneath him.

As the aftershocks of their shared climax subsided, Blaze leaned down and whispered the words that had been hovering on the tip of his tongue for what felt like an eternity: "I love you, Skye."

Her eyes went wide, and she searched his face, looking for any sign of doubt or deceit. But all she saw was raw, unbridled emotion, the same passion that had consumed them moments ago now shimmering in his eyes like stars in a midnight sky.

"I love you too, Blaze," she whispered, the words slipping out before she could even think to hold them back. The confession hung in the air between them, a soft declaration that seemed to resonate in the very fabric of the universe.

They lay there, still joined, their bodies slick with sweat and their hearts racing in unison. The world outside had ceased to exist, and all that mattered was the warmth of their embrace and the sound of their mingled breaths.

"H-how long are you going to be gone?" she asked finally, her voice small and trembling.

Blaze pulled away to look at her, his expression pained. "At least four weeks, maybe five."

Her heart sank, the weight of his words like a stone in her chest. She hadn't realized how much she'd been hoping he'd say something different, that he'd somehow find a way to stay. "That's so long," she murmured, her voice barely above a whisper.

Blaze tightened his arms around her, his eyes searching hers. "I know, baby. But I'll be back. And we'll deal with whatever happens, okay?"

Skye nodded, trying to believe him. But the fear lingered, a dark cloud on the horizon of their perfect night. What if she found out she was pregnant? What would she do? Tell him? Keep it from him? The thoughts swirled through her mind like a tornado, leaving a trail of doubt in their wake.

Skye felt the panic slip through her defenses before she could stop it. The words tumbled out, unfiltered, raw.

"What if Zoe finds out?"

Blaze paused, brow furrowing. "Zoe?" He let out a quiet chuckle, shaking his head. "She’s your best friend. Why’d she be upset? She’d be happy for you. "

Skye’s fingers curled into his shirt, knuckles white. "It’s not—" The words caught, tangled, resisting escape.

Blaze’s gaze flickered, a subtle shift—but she saw it. Felt it.

The air between them stretched, heavier now, waiting.

"Skye," he murmured, quieter, edged with caution. "What’s going on?"

And sooner or later, it would demand to be spoken.

Skye exhaled sharply, the words pressing against her ribs—a secret too heavy to carry any longer. Blaze studied her, waiting, expecting an answer she wasn’t sure how to give.

So, she just said it.

"I’ve been seeing Zoe," she murmured, barely above a whisper. "For a while now. As in a... relationship."

Blaze blinked, his grip on her arms slackening slightly. His expression shifted—not anger, not disgust, but something more layered.

Skye forced herself to hold his gaze, even as the weight of the truth settled between them.

"Okay," Blaze said after a beat, his voice measured, careful. "And?"

She swallowed hard, searching for the right words, the right way to explain. "It wasn’t—I wasn’t trying to hide it. I just... didn’t know how."

Blaze exhaled softly, then reached up to move a stray strand of hair from her face. "Skye, I’ve known about you and Zoe for some time now." His voice was steady, gentle. "I was just waiting for you to tell me yourself."

Skye’s breath hitched, her pulse thrumming in her ears. Her fingers tightened instinctively at her sides as she stared at him, trying to process his words.

"You—" She swallowed, shaking her head slightly. "You knew?"

Blaze nodded, his gaze steady, unreadable.

Her heart pounded harder. "How? How did you know?"

He studied her for a moment, like he was deciding how much to say. Then, with quiet certainty, he murmured, "You told me. Not in words—but in the way you looked at her, the way you pulled away when I got too close. The way you smiled when you thought no one was watching."

Skye felt her stomach twist. Had she been that transparent? Had she been carrying it on her skin, in her voice, in every small hesitation that she thought she’d hidden so well?

"I wasn’t sure at first," Blaze admitted, brushing a thumb gently across her cheek. "But after a while, I didn’t need confirmation. I just... knew."

Skye exhaled sharply, her chest tightening beneath the crushing weight of betrayal. She turned to him, voice low but edged with disbelief.

“All this time... and you just kept quiet? You never said a word?”

Her gaze burned, searching his face for something—anything—to justify the silence. The air between them was no longer just tense. It was hostile.

Blaze’s lips twitched, something close to amusement flickering in his eyes. "Like I said—I was waiting for you to tell me."

Her mind swirled, thoughts crashing into each other, trying to make sense of the revelation. What did this mean now? What did they mean now?

And why, despite everything, did it feel like the ground beneath her had suddenly become even less stable?

Skye’s pulse pounded in her ears, the weight of his revelation pressing down on her. Blaze had known. He had seen all the signs she thought she’d hidden.

But before she could spiral further, his voice cut through the haze—calm, steady, and far more reasoned than she’d expected.

“If I noticed it,” he said carefully, “then there’s a real chance Zoe did, too.”

The words struck her like a cold jolt to the spine.

She stared at him, breath catching, uncertainty clawing at her composure. “Zoe doesn’t—” She stopped herself. Did she really believe that?

Blaze tilted his head slightly, giving her space, watching her with quiet intensity.

“Skye,” he continued, his tone firm but not unkind, “you and I... we weren’t exactly subtle. If I picked up on what was going on between us—what you were feeling—then there’s every chance Zoe has, too.”

Skye swallowed hard, her thoughts scattering in every direction. Zoe knew? The idea was too tangled, too overwhelming to process all at once.

“She would’ve said something,” Skye argued, but even as the words left her mouth, doubt began to seep in. Zoe wasn’t one to hang back when something was wrong—she’d charge in, guns blazing, demanding answers.

Blaze exhaled quietly, his gaze unwavering. “Or maybe,” he said, softer now, “she’s waiting for you to say it. Just like I was.”

That realization sent a fresh wave of panic crashing through her. Had she been keeping a secret that wasn’t even a secret? Had she been walking a tightrope, thinking she was being careful, only to find out she was already exposed?

Blaze’s gaze softened slightly, his grip gentle on her arms. "You need to figure out what you want, Skye. And you need to talk to her."

For the first time in the conversation, she had no response.

Because deep down, she knew he was right.

Blaze exhaled slowly, his gaze steady, thoughtful, like he was bracing himself for something heavier than words alone could carry.

Without a word, he reached into his pocket, pulling out the small blue velvet box again—the same one that had already changed the course of their conversation once.

Skye swallowed hard as he placed it in her palm, her fingers curling around it instinctively.

"What is this?" she murmured, though she already knew part of the answer.

Blaze nodded toward it. "Open it."

With careful fingers, she did, lifting the lid to reveal the key inside, its metallic sheen catching the dim light.

Skye stared at the small velvet box, her heart pounding, words failing her. “A key?”

Blaze’s voice dropped, quieter now, deliberate. "And if you ever doubt how I feel—" He exhaled, running a hand through his hair, choosing his next words with care. Then, his gaze met hers, steady, unshaken.

"That key unlocks a lockbox in my room, in my closet. And inside it... are the answers you need."

Her voice trembled, barely a whisper, heavy with everything she’d held back.  "Is this... is this how you’ve felt all along?"

Blaze’s faint smile carried something deeper, something knowing. "It’s everything you need to know about how I feel about you."

The weight of those words settled deep in her chest. He wasn’t just offering her a place to go. He was giving her something more—truth she could hold onto, even when he wasn’t there to say it himself.

Skye swallowed hard, studying the key like it meant more than just the door it unlocked. She could feel the answer lingering, but it wasn’t enough. Not yet.

She looked up at him again, voice steadier this time. "But what’s in it?"

A ghost of a smirk flickered across his lips before fading into something quieter, something heavier. "You’ll know when you need to."

The words settled deep, weaving into the fabric of everything between them. Not if. When.

She wasn’t sure if that terrified her or comforted her. Maybe both.

Blaze watched her for a long moment, then, with quiet certainty, reached for her hand, his fingers brushing against hers, steady, grounding.

"Come on," he murmured, his voice gentler now. "We should head inside. Get some rest."

Skye blinked, her thoughts tangled, still spinning. But when she looked up at him, there was something in his expression—an understanding, a silent promise that this conversation wasn’t over, but for now, they just needed to breathe.

She nodded slowly, letting him lead the way, her grip tightening just slightly in his.

Because for all the uncertainty still lingering in her chest, there was one thing she did know—tonight had changed everything.

And tomorrow? Tomorrow, she’d have to face it.
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At the entrance to the kitchen, she paused, blinking at the sight before her.

Zoe sat at the table, hunched over her laptop, fingers flying over the keyboard. Frustration radiated off her in waves, spilling into the quiet morning air.

"Unbelievable," Zoe muttered, shoving a hand through her hair. "Blaze, you idiot. Why do you always do this?"

Skye hesitated, slipping into the kitchen unnoticed. She reached for the fridge, enjoying a fleeting moment of solitude, just long enough to ground herself before stepping into whatever storm Zoe was brewing.

She twisted the cap off a bottle of juice, finally breaking the silence. "Morning," she said cautiously.

"Morning," Zoe echoed distractedly, barely looking up as she furiously typed.

Skye leaned against the counter, taking a slow sip before glancing at her friend. "Blaze giving you trouble?"

Zoe let out a sharp, exasperated sigh. "Oh, you mean dumping everything onto me while he runs off. Yeah, that." She gestured toward her laptop with an annoyed flick of her wrist. “His emails. His calls. His stupid contracts. And don’t even get me started on Dad, who thinks I’m Blaze’s personal assistant and not, you know, an actual person with my own life."

Skye winced. She knew Blaze had a habit of assuming people would just handle things for him, but it was different when it was Zoe—when it was personal.

"He just trusts you to take care of things," Skye offered, though even as she said it, she wasn’t sure if that was meant to sound reassuring or frustrating.

Zoe snorted, shaking her head. "Trust? No, this is not trust. This is him conveniently disappearing and expecting me to clean up the mess."

Skye watched Zoe, her fingers flying over the keyboard with tense, frustrated energy. The weight of last night still lingered in Skye’s mind, but seeing Zoe like this—buried in Blaze’s responsibilities, carrying it all without a second thought—made her push those thoughts aside.

She cleared her throat softly. "He didn’t mean to leave you with everything. It was a work emergency, right? He had to go." She hesitated, then added, "Is there anything I can help you with?"

Zoe let out a breath, shaking her head as she leaned back in her chair. "Unless you can magically make half of these emails disappear or convince Dad that Blaze isn't the center of the universe, I'm not sure there's much you can do."

Skye smiled faintly, though she knew Zoe wasn’t joking. "I’m serious. If there’s something I can take off your plate, just say the word."

Zoe sighed, rubbing her temple before glancing up at her. For a moment, something flickered in her expression—something less sharp, less irritated.

"You really want to help?"

Skye nodded. "Yeah. Just tell me what you need."

Zoe studied her for a beat, then gestured toward her laptop. "Fine. You can answer some of Blaze’s messages. If anyone asks where he is, just tell them he’s busy being an inconvenience."

Skye huffed a small laugh. "I think I’ll phrase it a little differently, but noted."

Zoe shook her head, turning back to her screen. "Your choice. Just don’t let me drown in his mess, okay?"

She sighed again, louder this time, closing her laptop with a sharp click before muttering, "Or better yet, track him down, knock him out, and bury his body under the willow tree by the pond."

Skye choked on her juice. "That’s a bit dramatic."

Zoe arched an eyebrow. "Is it? Because I think it’s starting to sound like a reasonable solution."

Skye shook her head, laughing despite herself. "And yet, somehow, I think even if you did that, you'd still end up handling his mess anyway."

Zoe groaned, rubbing her eyes. "Unfortunately, you’re probably right."

Skye pulled up a chair beside her, opening her laptop. "Well, if I'm going to help, I guess I'd better start now."

Zoe exhaled sharply, flipping her laptop closed with a decisive click. "Fine. But before we get sucked into Blaze's disaster, we have a bigger problem."

Skye raised a brow. "Bigger than your plan to bury him under the willow tree?"

Zoe pointed toward the fridge without looking. "There’s no food."

Skye blinked, then walked over to check for herself. She opened the door slowly—then shut it faster. "Unless you count a lonely lemon and a jar of peanut butter that expired during the last presidential administration... nope. You’re right."

Zoe groaned, stretching as she reached for her keys off the kitchen counter. "Guess that settles it. Crisis management can wait—we’re going shopping."

Skye grabbed her bag with a resigned sigh and followed Zoe out the door, their shoes echoing in the hallway. The late afternoon sun hit them as they made their way to the car, a silent agreement hanging between them: survival required snacks.

"Let’s move before the peanut butter develops sentience and starts making demands."

A quick drive later, Skye was trailing Zoe through the aisles, trying not to trip over her excitement.

Zoe’s eyes were wide with giddy disbelief as she pointed down the aisle. "They have the limited-edition truffle-infused popcorn. The one they discontinued six months ago and swore would never return."

Skye blinked. "...Are you serious right now?"

Zoe nodded with the solemnity of someone discovering buried treasure. "This is fate. Divine intervention. Retail resurrection."

Skye narrowed her eyes. "It’s popcorn, Zoe."

"It’s not just popcorn. It’s revelation in a bag."

Before Skye could object, Zoe lunged forward with theatrical flair, scooping two bags into the cart like she’d just claimed a prize. Skye blinked, equal parts resigned and fascinated—as if watching someone unravel in slow motion.

Back home, Zoe’s truth had taken the form of reclined chaos.

She sat at the dining table, laptop open but enthusiasm nowhere to be found. Skye moved around the stove, letting the aroma of garlic and spice anchor her to something calmer.

"You’re supposed to be working," Skye reminded without looking up.

Zoe exhaled deeply, then narrowed her eyes at her screen. "I was. But complaining is cathartic. It's practically self-care."

Skye smirked, flipping vegetables in the pan. "Therapy would be more effective."

Zoe waved a dismissive hand. "Therapy isn’t nearly as satisfying as blaming Blaze for everything wrong in my life. Plus, he’s got way more deductible offenses."

Skye laughed quietly, the sound mixing with the sizzle from the stove. "You’ve turned avoidance into a performance art."

Zoe grinned, aimlessly clicking through her inbox. "If I’m going to suffer, I might as well get a standing ovation."

Skye glanced over her shoulder. “Any chance that innovative energy could be redirected toward actually getting something done?”

Zoe groaned theatrically. “Fine. I’ll do thirty minutes of productivity. But I expect applause.”

Skye pointed her spatula at her. “You’ll get applause when Blaze starts managing his own mess.”

Zoe snorted. “So basically, never.”

Their laughter filled the kitchen, cutting through the tension like steam rising from the pan. For a moment, things felt lighter—ridiculous, maybe—but real. And in this house, with two laptops and a pan of half-cooked veggies, that counted as a win.

"You sound like a responsible adult, and frankly, I don’t appreciate it." Zoe lazily poked at her keyboard. "Besides, why are you cooking? We could’ve just ordered takeout."

Skye shot her a look. "Because, unlike you, I believe in actual nutrition."

"Bold of you to assume that a large pizza isn’t part of the basic food pyramid."

Skye huffed a laugh despite herself, shaking her head. "Look, just try to focus, okay?"

Zoe sighed dramatically, stretching her arms above her head. "Fine, but I want it noted that I’m suffering."

Skye glanced over again, watching as Zoe—finally—started typing in earnest.

For now, at least, she was cooperating.

But Skye knew better than to think that would last.

Skye was focused on the simmering pan, stirring absentmindedly as the aroma of garlic and spices filled the kitchen. She didn’t notice Zoe standing behind her until she felt a light touch at her elbow.

"You know," Zoe murmured, voice softer now, "I’m glad you’re cooking."

Skye glanced over, raising a brow. "You mean instead of ordering the pizza you desperately wanted?"

Zoe huffed a small laugh, shaking her head. "No. I mean, it’s nice. Feels... normal."

There was something in the way she said it, something genuine, not wrapped in humor or frustration like most of their conversations had been today.

Before Skye could respond, Zoe leaned in, pressing a quick kiss against her cheek.

Skye blinked, startled for a half-second, then softened, warmth curling through her chest.

"Don’t get used to it," Zoe teased, stepping back with a smirk. "This is rare appreciation, and I refuse to make it a habit."

Skye shook her head with a quiet smile, turning back to the stove. But despite Zoe’s insistence that it was rare, Skye couldn’t help but feel like maybe—just maybe—it meant more than either of them had admitted yet.
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The quiet settled in as the night stretched on, the distant call of crickets threading through the still air. A soft breeze rustled the trees outside, their leaves whispering against the worn wooden siding of the house. Somewhere in the distance, a lone owl called out, its voice carrying over the fields.

Skye shut off the kitchen light, casting the room into a gentle dimness, the glow of the moon pooling through the windows. The scent of earth and wild grass drifted in through the screen door, grounding her in the quiet solitude of the countryside.

She turned to find Zoe waiting for her at the bottom of the stairs, her silhouette framed by the soft glow of the porch light spilling in from outside.

"Finally," Zoe said with a dramatic sigh. "No Blaze. No stress. Just peace."

Skye rolled her eyes, but she couldn’t deny the feeling—a rare calm that had settled between them, no lingering tension, no impending chaos.

They climbed the stairs together, Zoe lazily stretching as she walked. "You realize how much quieter it is without him here?" she mused. "Like, the house isn’t constantly vibrating with his overconfidence."

Skye laughed softly. "It’s nice."

Zoe grinned. "It’s bliss. Let’s enjoy it while it lasts."

Reaching her room, Zoe flopped onto the bed with a sigh, tugging Skye down beside her without hesitation. Skye didn’t resist—just let herself settle against the warmth of Zoe’s presence, the kind of closeness that felt natural, easy.

"You know," Zoe murmured, shifting slightly, "maybe this is exactly what I needed."

Skye glanced at her, curiosity flickering in her chest. "What do you mean?"

Zoe shrugged, a small, satisfied smile playing at her lips. "Just... a moment to breathe. To not have to handle everything. To just be here—with you. Not worrying about Blaze catching us."

Skye felt herself soften, warmth spreading through her.

Their eyes met and held, the air thickening with an unspoken understanding. Zoe reached out, her hand brushing against Skye’s, sending a shiver of anticipation through her. Skye’s heart skipped a beat, her eyes widening slightly, as if surprised by her reaction.

"What are you thinking?" Skye whispered, her voice low, her eyes searching Zoe’s.

Zoe leaned in closer, her breath warm against Skye’s cheek. "I’m thinking," she said, her voice a soft rumble, "that maybe we should make the most of this quiet night."

Skye’s pulse quickened, the heat of Zoe’s proximity sending waves of desire through her. She swallowed hard, her eyes never leaving Zoe’s. "What did you have in mind?"

Zoe’s smile grew, mischief dancing in her eyes. "Just a little something to pass the time," she murmured, her hand sliding up Skye’s arm, sending a trail of goosebumps in its wake.

Skye’s breath hitched, and she knew that the night was about to take a very different turn.

The moment their lips touched, it was as if a switch had been flipped. The passion between them ignited like wildfire, consuming all doubt and hesitation. Their kiss was deep and urgent, their tongues exploring each other with a hunger that had been building for what felt like an eternity. Their bodies melded together as if they were two halves of a whole, reunited after a long separation.

The bed groaned under their weight as Zoe pulled Skye closer, her strong arms wrapping around her waist. Skye’s fingers tangled in Zoe’s hair, the soft strands slipping through her grasp as she deepened the kiss. They tasted each other, a sweetness that grew more potent with every shared breath. The scent of their desire filled the room, intoxicating and heady.

They broke apart, panting, their eyes locked. Zoe’s hands moved to the buttons of Skye’s shirt, her eyes never leaving hers. With trembling fingers, Zoe undid them one by one, revealing the smooth skin beneath. Skye’s heart thudded against her ribs as she felt the fabric part, the coolness of the night air caressing her exposed flesh. She reached for Zoe’s shirt as well, her own hands eager to feel the warmth of her bare skin.

Their clothes fell away, layer by layer, revealing the beauty of their entwined forms. Zoe’s touch was gentle yet firm, her hands tracing the contours of Skye’s body as if she were trying to memorize every inch of her. Skye shivered, her skin alight with sensation, as Zoe’s fingertips danced along her spine and across the curve of her hips. Their kisses grew more feverish, their breaths mingling in the quiet of the night.

"Please," Skye breathed, the word barely audible, but it was enough. Zoe’s eyes darkened with understanding, her mouth moving to suck gently on the sensitive spot just beneath Skye’s ear. Skye moaned, arching into the touch, her body begging for more. Zoe’s lips trailed down her neck, leaving a trail of hot kisses that sent tremors through her core.

Skye’s hands roamed Zoe’s body, exploring the firm muscles and soft curves that she’d fantasized about for so long. The feel of her skin was like nothing she’d ever experienced before—smooth and warm, and it was all she could do to keep from devouring her whole. The intensity grew, their kisses becoming more desperate, their touches more urgent.

They rolled over, and now it was Zoe’s turn to be on her back, her eyes closed in pleasure as Skye’s mouth found her neck, her collarbone, her breasts. Skye’s teeth grazed her nipples, eliciting gasps from Zoe that filled the room with an erotic symphony. The sound of their breathing grew louder, mixing with the rustling of the bed sheets as they moved together, lost in the rhythm of their passion.

Skye’s hand slid down Zoe’s body, her fingertips gliding over the soft skin of her stomach and lower. Zoe’s legs parted instinctively, inviting Skye’s touch to explore further. The heat between them grew, a tangible force that seemed to pulse in sync with their racing hearts. When Skye’s hand reached the juncture of her thighs, Zoe’s hips jerked upward, a silent plea for more.

With a knowing smile, Skye dipped her head, her tongue tracing the path her fingers had taken. Zoe’s gasp was all the encouragement she needed as she kissed and licked her way down, savoring the taste of her lover. The intimate act was a dance of discovery, each movement and sound guiding Skye closer to Zoe’s peak.

Zoe’s hands found their way to Skye’s head, her fingers threading through her hair, holding her in place. She rocked her hips, urging her on, the wetness between her legs a testament to her desire. Skye’s tongue darted out, teasing Zoe’s clit before delving deeper, her mouth working magic that had Zoe’s body quivering with pleasure. The room was filled with the sound of their ragged breathing and the sweet symphony of their love-making.

As Zoe’s climax grew near, her grip on Skye’s hair tightened, her hips moving faster, pushing against her mouth. The scent of arousal grew stronger, a potent aphrodisiac that fueled the fire burning between them. Skye’s own need grew with every whimper and moan that escaped Zoe’s lips, her arousal a mirror to the passion she was bringing forth from within her lover.

Zoe’s body stiffened, her muscles tightening, as she reached the edge of pleasure. With a final, desperate cry, she shattered, her orgasm crashing over her in waves. Skye felt the tremors in her thighs, her tongue still flicking over Zoe’s sensitive flesh, drawing out every last ounce of ecstasy.

When the last ripple of pleasure subsided, Zoe’s hands fell away, her chest heaving as she struggled to catch her breath. "Skye," she murmured, her voice a shaky whisper, "that was... incredible."

Skye’s heart swelled with affection and pride, a warmth spreading through her chest that had nothing to do with the physical exertion. She kissed her way back up Zoe’s body, her own need pulsing in time with the beat of her heart. "It’s only just beginning," she whispered, her voice a soft promise in the darkness.

Zoe’s eyes snapped open, a fierce hunger in them that made Skye’s stomach flip. She rolled them over, reversing their positions with surprising agility. "Let me show you how much you mean to me," she murmured, her voice thick with desire.

Her hands roamed over Skye’s body, her touch reverent and possessive. She kissed her way down Skye’s neck, her teeth grazing the sensitive flesh, making Skye gasp. Her mouth continued its journey, finding the peak of her breast and suckling it gently, eliciting a soft moan. Skye’s hands found Zoe’s shoulders, holding onto her as if she were a lifeline in the tumultuous sea of sensation.

Zoe’s fingertips danced over the soft mound of Skye’s sex, teasing her clit before sliding down to her slick entrance. She pushed a finger inside, feeling the warm, tight embrace of her lover’s body. Skye’s hips bucked, and she moaned, her body begging for more. Zoe’s eyes never left hers as she began to pump her finger in and out, setting a rhythm that had Skye’s breath coming in short, sharp gasps.

Their kisses grew more fervent, their tongues mimicking the rhythm of their bodies. Skye’s legs trembled, and she wrapped them around Zoe’s waist, pulling her closer, needing her deeper. Zoe added another finger, curling them inside, and Skye’s eyes rolled back in her head, stars exploding behind her eyelids.

Zoe’s thumb circled Skye’s clit, applying just the right amount of pressure, while her other hand played with her sensitive nipples. Skye’s moans grew louder, filling the room with the sweet sound of pleasure. She could feel the tension building, her muscles coiling tightly around Zoe’s fingers, the warmth spreading from her core to her fingertips and toes.

"Oh, Zoe," she whispered, her voice a desperate plea. Zoe’s eyes remained locked on hers, her arousal evident in the way her pupils dilated with every stroke. "I’m so close."

Zoe’s smile was wicked, her breathing ragged. "Come for me, baby," she coaxed, her voice a seductive purr. "Let me feel you come apart."

Skye’s eyes squeezed shut as the pressure grew, the intensity of her climax threatening to overwhelm her. Zoe’s thumb increased its pace, the friction against her clit driving her closer to the edge. And then she was falling, her body a tapestry of pleasure as her orgasm washed over her like a tidal wave. She cried out, her voice hoarse with passion, her muscles clenching around Zoe’s fingers.

Through the haze of ecstasy, she felt Zoe’s kisses on her forehead, her cheeks, and her eyes fluttering open to meet her lover’s gaze. The love and tenderness she saw there brought a fresh wave of emotion, and she wrapped her arms around Zoe’s neck, pulling her in for a deep, lingering kiss that spoke of a bond that went beyond the physical.

The room was a canvas painted in shades of twilight, the last light of the day clinging to the edges of the curtains. They lay entwined on the bed, their hearts beating in a harmony that seemed to echo through the quiet space. Zoe’s hand traced the outline of Skye’s shoulder, her thumb brushing against the softness of her skin, as if committing every contour to memory.

Skye whispered, “I love you, Zoe,” the words floating in the air like a sweet secret between them. Zoe’s eyes searched hers, looking for the truth behind the words, and finding it, she couldn’t help but smile. Her heart swelled with a warmth that filled the space between them, making it impossible to ignore the depth of their connection.

They decided to take a shower together, the warm water cascading over their bodies as they washed away the sweat and remnants of their passionate encounter. The steam filled the bathroom, creating a cocoon of intimacy as they took their time, enjoying the feel of each other’s touch. They laughed as they played with the soap, their giggles bouncing off the tiles and mixing with the sound of the running water. It was in these moments of simplicity that their love felt the most profound.

After their shower, Skye and Zoe curled into bed, bodies tangled beneath the soft sheets, the warmth of the night settling around them.

Skye traced lazy circles on Zoe’s skin, her mind quiet for the first time in what felt like forever. No tension, no uncertainty—just them.

Zoe let out a contented sigh, shifting closer, her fingers lacing through Skye’s. "You know," she murmured, "this is the kind of peace I could get used to. No Blaze. No stress. Just quiet."

Skye hummed softly, but the words pulled at something inside her—something she wasn’t ready to unpack yet. No Blaze.

The house was quieter without him. And yet, in that quiet, she felt the absence of him pressing against the edges of her mind. The way he could command a room, the way his presence always carried weight, overwhelming, sometimes grounding.

She had wanted this moment with Zoe, just them. And still, in the back of her mind, a part of her couldn’t help but wonder what Blaze was thinking right now. If he was thinking about her.

Before she could dwell too much, Zoe squeezed her hand. "But just so you know, if Blaze comes back early, I will fake my disappearance."

Skye huffed a small laugh, shaking her head. "Noted."

Zoe sighed sleepily, pulling Skye closer. "Good."

And with that, the world faded into quiet, leaving only the soft rhythm of their breathing, the steady beat of their hearts, and the simple, undeniable truth: For tonight, at least, nothing else mattered.
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Weeks passed, but Blaze was never far from Skye’s thoughts. Not when Zoe rolled her eyes at his name, not when his absence made the house feel strangely hollow, and especially not now, as she curled her fists into the sheets, fighting off another wave of nausea.

Her phone buzzed from the nightstand.

Zoe: Officially hate my life.

Skye reached for her phone, blinking at the message before typing back.

Skye: Still stuck in meetings?

The response came fast.

Zoe: Still. AND my uterus is actively betraying me in front of the entire board. If I survive this day, I demand a medal.

Skye let out a faint laugh, but it faded quickly. Her stomach felt...off.

And then it hit her.

She wasn’t prepared either.

For something much bigger.

She swallowed hard, breathing deeply through her nose. It’s nothing. It’s stress. It’s exhaustion.

But deep down, she knew better. Because knowing the truth meant facing it.

And she wasn’t ready.

Her gaze flicked toward the small bag of supplies she’d set aside earlier, waiting by the door.

Another text came through.

Zoe: You’re an actual angel. If I don’t make it home, tell everyone I fought bravely.

Skye nearly laughed again, ready with a snarky reply—until her thoughts slammed into her.

Zoe had a routine. She tracked everything, knew exactly when to expect it. Skye... hadn’t.

The realization hit her so suddenly that she gripped the edge of the bed to steady herself.

She wasn’t just late.

She was late.

Her phone buzzed again.

Zoe: You’re acting weird, you know that?

Skye inhaled sharply, fingers tightening around her phone as she forced herself to stay perfectly still.

Don’t react. Don’t let it show.

She could hide this. She had to.

Because the moment Zoe figured it out, everything would spiral.

And Skye wasn’t ready for that yet.

Skye barely registered the growing nausea as she steadied herself, fingers tightening around the cool glass of water. The kitchen felt too warm, too bright, the air thick with something suffocating. Her stomach twisted, the effort of holding herself together becoming a battle she wasn’t sure she could win.

Then the scent hit her.

Rich, strong coffee—freshly brewed, unmistakable.

The nausea surged, violent and immediate.

She didn’t think.

One second, she was swallowing hard, forcing herself to breathe through it, and the next, she was stumbling toward the bathroom, her hand flying to her mouth as she fought to keep herself together until she reached the door.

Just as she passed the entryway, the front door swung open behind her. The familiar jingle of keys, the soft scuff of boots against the floor—Zoe had just arrived home.

"Skye?" Zoe’s voice cut through the haze, sharp with concern.

But Skye barely heard her.

She barely heard anything over the sound of her ragged breathing, the sickness clawing its way up, relentless and unforgiving.

She gripped the edge of the sink, forcing herself to breathe, to steady herself. But deep down, she knew the truth.

And knowing meant facing it.

She barely had time to brace before the nausea won, her body convulsing, her fingers tightening on the porcelain as wave after wave of sickness overtook her.

She hadn't even noticed Zoe until the soft thud of footsteps approached, followed by a hesitant knock on the door.

"Skye?" Zoe’s voice was quieter now, threaded with concern. "You good?"

Skye squeezed her eyes shut, gripping the counter harder. She couldn’t lie, not convincingly. Not like this.

"Yeah," she forced out, voice hoarse.

A pause. Then, flatly, "That was the least believable ‘yeah’ I’ve ever heard."

Silence stretched, thick and heavy.

Another breath. Another attempt to shake the worry loose.

The soft shuffle of Zoe’s steps told Skye exactly what was coming next.

The door creaked open just enough for Zoe to peek in.

"Talk to me," she said. No teasing. No sarcasm. Just quiet, steady concern.

Skye swallowed hard, fingers tightening around the sink.

She wasn’t ready.

But maybe, just maybe, she was running out of time to pretend.

She forced herself to stand straighter, meeting Zoe’s eyes in the reflection of the mirror. "I just felt sick. That’s all."

Zoe studied her, eyes sharp, searching. "Since when?"

Skye hesitated. Too long.

Zoe stepped fully into the bathroom, crossing her arms. "Alright, what’s going on? Because I’ve seen you push through migraines, stress, and exhaustion without blinking. But this? This is different."

Skye swallowed hard, gripping the counter, debating. She could lie. She could brush it off.

But Zoe wasn’t stupid.

Skye forced a weak smile, shaking her head. "I just need a minute."

Zoe didn’t budge. Her gaze flickered over Skye’s face, calculating. Then, after a beat, her voice softened.

"Skye," she said, careful, deliberate. "Are you—?"

Panic flared in Skye’s chest.

"No," she cut in—too fast, too sharp. "I’m fine."

Zoe didn’t look convinced. And Skye knew, deep down, this wasn’t over. Zoe would circle back. She always did.

But for now, Skye just had to hold on. Had to keep pretending—just a little longer.

Zoe sighed, stepping closer. Before Skye could protest, Zoe reached up, pressing the back of her hand against Skye’s forehead.

Skye stiffened, trying not to lean away.

"You don’t feel warm," Zoe muttered, frowning. She moved her hand to Skye’s cheek, then to her neck, brows knitting together. "No fever."

Skye swallowed hard. "See? I told you, I’m fine."

Zoe didn’t look convinced. She pulled back, crossing her arms, eyes narrowing slightly. "Then why do you look like you’re about to pass out every time you move?"

Skye forced a breath, gripping the sink, trying to steady herself. "I just didn’t sleep well. Maybe I ate something bad. It’s nothing."

Zoe studied her for a long moment, the silence stretching between them, tense and heavy.

Skye could see it—the way Zoe was piecing things together, trying to work out what she wasn’t saying.

"Alright," Zoe finally said, but her tone was unreadable. "If you say so."

Skye exhaled, relieved but still unsettled. Because Zoe wouldn’t drop this. She was just waiting. Watching. And Skye knew it was only a matter of time before the truth caught up with her.

Zoe gave Skye one last scrutinizing look before sighing heavily, rolling her shoulders like she was gearing up for battle. "Alright, that’s it," she declared. "You’re officially banned from doing anything useful for the rest of the day."

Skye blinked, confused. "What?"

"You heard me." Zoe spun her around by the shoulders and steered her toward the couch. "Sit. Stay. Don’t move."

Skye huffed a laugh despite herself. "Zoe, I’m fine—"

"Uh-huh, and I’m the queen of England." Zoe shoved a blanket at her, tossing a pillow onto the couch like she was preparing for a long-haul recovery mission. "You’re sick. Or exhausted. Or both. And until I figure out what’s wrong with you, you’re under house arrest."

Skye narrowed her eyes. "That’s extreme."

"I don’t care," Zoe shot back, already moving toward the kitchen. "I’m making tea. And if you even think about arguing, I will weaponize guilt in ways you have never seen before."

Skye sighed but didn’t fight her.

Because honestly? The exhaustion was hitting her harder now. And maybe, just maybe, letting Zoe take over wasn’t the worst idea.

As Zoe clattered around in the kitchen, Skye pulled the blanket around her, breathing in deep.

Maybe just for today, she could let someone else handle things.

Just for a little while.

Skye sank deeper into the couch, pulling the blanket tighter around her as Zoe clattered in the kitchen. She could hear the faint sound of cabinets opening, the soft hum of water boiling, and—of course—Zoe muttering something under her breath about how incompetent men always managed to dump their problems onto other people.

Skye huffed a small laugh, shaking her head. "Are you done ranting yet?"

"Not even close," Zoe called back.

A moment later, she appeared in front of Skye, balancing a steaming mug and what looked like a plate of crackers.

"Tea," Zoe said, shoving the mug into Skye’s hands. "And bland food, because clearly, your stomach is boycotting."

Skye eyed the crackers suspiciously. "I’m not a child, you know."

Zoe snorted, sitting on the edge of the coffee table. "No, but you are acting like one by refusing to admit something is wrong."

Skye sighed, taking a sip of the tea just to appease her. The warmth helped, at least a little, settling some of the lingering nausea.

Zoe watched her closely, fingers tapping against her knee. "So," she said finally, "are you gonna tell me what’s going on, or am I gonna have to pry it out of you?"

Skye swallowed hard, staring at the mug in her hands.

Because Zoe wasn’t letting this go.

And sooner or later, she’d have to face it.

The sun had long since dipped below the horizon, casting the room in the soft glow of evening lamps. Skye wasn’t exactly fighting sleep, but she also wasn’t making any effort to get up from the couch.

Zoe, however, had had enough.

"Alright," she declared, clapping her hands together as she stood up. "Bedtime. You’re done."

Skye blinked at her, still curled in the blanket. "What?"

"You heard me." Zoe grabbed the empty mug from Skye’s hands and set it aside. "You look like you’re five seconds away from passing out right here, and I refuse to let you spend the night slumped on the couch like a tragic movie protagonist."

Skye sighed, rubbing her temples. "I’m fine."

Zoe raised an eyebrow. "Are we doing this again?"

Skye hesitated, but exhaustion was creeping in, settling deep in her limbs. Okay, maybe Zoe had a point.

Zoe pulled her up gently, guiding her toward her bedroom with determined efficiency. "Come on. You need sleep, and I need to stop babysitting you before I turn into someone’s disapproving mother."

Skye let herself be led, the warmth of Zoe’s hand on her wrist grounding her.

As they reached the bed, Zoe pulled back, arms crossed. "And no pretending you’re just gonna lie there and scroll through your phone. Actual sleep, Skye."

Skye huffed a soft laugh, shaking her head. "Alright, alright. I get it."

Zoe sighed dramatically, tossing the blanket over her. "Good. Now go to sleep before I start singing obnoxious lullabies."

Skye laughed, rolling onto her side.

For all her dramatics, Zoe cared.

And as the exhaustion finally pulled her under, she let herself feel grateful for it.
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Another week passed. The nausea hadn’t.

Skye had gotten better at hiding it—at least, she hoped she had. She kept her movements measured, forced smiles when necessary, and swallowed back the unease every time Zoe so much as glanced in her direction. It wasn’t easy. The waves of sickness came and went, unpredictable and relentless. Some mornings, she could power through. Others, she had to find quiet moments to steady herself, gripping the edge of the sink and breathing through the worst of it before stepping out like nothing was wrong.
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