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Foreword




If you Googled me before opening this book, you might be a little confused.




Anna May Grace is not my real name. Just a placeholder for my collection of romance novels for straight girls.




If you found my real name, you would have found a Senior IT Executive with 25 years of experience in SAP ecosystems and Health Informatics. You would have found a certified Project Management Professional who spends her days architecting digital transformations for major healthcare systems. You would have found a board member for The Transformation Project, a gymnastics coach, and a serial entrepreneur.

And you definitely would have found a musician who has spent thirty-six years playing in The Rude Band, performing on stages while balancing a corporate career, a thirty-year marriage, and raising four incredible children.

So, why is the woman who specializes in enterprise architecture and data governance writing a steamy, grumpy-sunshine romance about a chaotic artist and a rigid surgeon?

Because I know a thing or two about the collision between Order and Chaos.

In my day job, I live in Ethan Rourke's world. It is a world of precision, logic, and structure. It is a world where success depends on controlling the variables and mitigating the risks. I understand the comfort of a plan. I understand the safety of a well-built fortress.

But the rest of my life? That belongs to Willow.

The rest of my life is loud music, late nights, and the beautiful, messy improvisation of raising a family and fighting for the causes I believe in. It is the creativity of songwriting and the adrenaline of performance. It is the refusal to fit into a single box.


The Grumpy Landlord is the story of what happens when those two worlds collide.

It is about the "friction and the sparks" that fly when a man who needs silence meets a woman who is the noise. It is about realizing that you don't have to choose between being strong and being soft. You don't have to choose between the safety of the frame and the beauty of the picture.

You can have both. You can be the executive and the artist. The protector and the muse.

I wrote this book for everyone who is trying to check all of life's little boxes. For the people who are holding it all together, and for the people who are brave enough to let it fall apart just to see how the pieces land.

Whether you are here for the steam, the snark, or the Kintsugi-style healing, I hope you find a piece of yourself in these pages.

And, as I like to say: Live your best life.


Welcome to the guest house.


Grace Ann Hansen, December 31, 2025


Paint Fumes and Panic

Willow


The smell of turpentine always hit me first. It was sharp, chemical, and somehow smelled exactly like panic.

My brush shook. A glob of Cerulean Blue dripped from the bristles, plummeting in slow motion toward the drop cloth. I held my breath. It missed the pristine hardwood floor by an inch.

I exhaled, my lungs burning.

"Focus, Willow," I whispered. "Just finish the sky."

The mural took up the entire north wall of the studio apartment. It was a riot of color. Oranges that tasted like tangerines. Purples that felt like velvet. I had promised the client a sunset over the city, but it had morphed into something wilder. It usually did.

My phone buzzed on the crate I used as a table. I ignored it.

The deadline wasn't the client. The deadline was the heavy footsteps thumping up the stairs.

Mr. Henderson.

I scrambled down the ladder, my boots slipping on the rungs. I wiped my hands on my overalls, adding a streak of yellow to the kaleidoscope of stains on my thighs. My pulse jumped, a erratic rhythm battering against my ribs.

I wasn't ready. I was never ready.

The knock on the door didn't sound like a request. It sounded like a gavel.

I took a deep breath. I smoothed my hair, probably spreading more paint into the frizzy curls, and unlocked the door.

Mr. Henderson stood in the hallway. He looked like a storm cloud stuffed into a cheap gray suit.

"Ms. Hart."

His voice was dry. Like crumbling drywall.

"Mr. Henderson! I was just... working."

I tried to smile. My face felt tight. Dried paint crusted my cheek.

He didn't smile back. He stepped into the room without asking, his eyes scanning the space. He ignored the mural. He ignored the way the afternoon light hit the dust motes dancing in the air. He looked straight at the floorboards.

"You got paint on the trim."

I looked down. A tiny smudge of green. Smaller than a dime.

"I can clean that," I said. "It's water-based. It wipes right off."

He turned to me. His eyes were cold. Empty.

"We discussed the noise."

"I don't play music after ten," I said. "I promised."

"Not music. Thumping. Moving furniture. At three in the morning."

"That was... inspiration," I said weakly. "I had to move the ladder."

He reached into his jacket pocket. My stomach dropped. It felt like I was in an elevator with the cable cut.

He pulled out a folded piece of paper. He held it out.

"I can't have this, Ms. Hart. This building is for professionals. Quiet people. People who pay rent on the first, not the fifth."

"I paid!" I argued, my voice pitching up. "I paid yesterday. The check cleared."

"This isn't about the rent anymore."

He shoved the paper at me. I took it. My fingers left blue smudges on the crisp white edge.

"You have a week."

The world tilted. The colors on the wall seemed to blur, running together into a muddy gray.

"A week?" I choked out. "You can't do that. The lease says thirty days."

"Read the addendum," he said. "Clause 4. Nuisance violations allow for expedited termination. The neighbors complained. Again."

"But... I have nowhere to go."

It was a whisper. A confession I shouldn't have made to a man who looked at me like I was a stain on his carpet.

"That," he said, turning back to the door, "is not my problem. Be out by next Friday. Or the sheriff comes Monday."

The door clicked shut.

I stood there. The paper felt heavy in my hand. Heavier than the ladder. Heavier than the failure that sat on my chest.

Evicted.

Again.

I sank onto the floor. The cold wood seeped through my jeans. I pulled my knees to my chest, curling into a ball. I was twenty-six years old. I was supposed to have it together. I was supposed to be a rising star in the local art scene, not a nuisance in apartment 4B.

Charlie, my orange tabby, trotted out from behind a stack of canvases. He chirped, head-butting my elbow.

"We're in trouble, Charlie," I murmured. I buried my face in his soft fur. "Big trouble."

My phone buzzed again. It vibrated against the wood floor, an angry, insistent sound.

I reached for it.

Sadie.


My thumb hovered over the screen. Sadie. The only person who didn't look at my chaotic life and ask why. Just how can I help?


But safety had a price.

I answered.

"Hey, Sades."

"Don't 'Hey Sades' me," her voice crackled through the speaker. "I heard."

Small towns. Gossip traveled faster than light.

"Who told you?" I asked.

"Mrs. Gable in 4A. She saw Henderson storming up there. She said he looked like he was going to war."

I leaned my head back against the wall. I closed my eyes.

"He gave me a week."

"I'm coming over," Sadie said instantly. "We'll pack. You can stay with me."

"No."

The word was sharp. Too sharp.

"Willow, don't be stupid. You can't sleep in your van. It's November."

"I'm not sleeping in the van," I lied. "I have options. Riley said I could crash at the studio if I needed to."

"Riley sleeps on a futon that smells like wet dog," Sadie countered. "Come home. My parents won't mind. They love you."

I squeezed my eyes shut tighter. That was the problem. They did love me. They loved me with pity. Poor Willow. The artist. The one who couldn't keep a job. The one who needed saving.

I was done being the charity case.

"I can't, Sadie. I need... I need to figure this out. On my own."

"You're stubborn," she said. "It's annoying."

"It's charming," I corrected, though my voice wobble betrayed me.

"I'm going to fix this," she said. Her voice went into planning mode. "I'll make some calls. Don't move."

"Sadie, please..."

"Love you. Bye."

The line went dead.

I dropped the phone. I stared at the mural. The sunset looked angry now. The oranges were too bright. The purples looked like bruises.

I needed to paint. Painting was the only way to quiet the noise in my head.

I stood up. My legs felt shaky. I grabbed a tube of Titanium White. I needed light. I needed to paint a way out of this room.

I squeezed the paint onto my palette. I mixed it with a violent slash of the brush.

Knock. Knock. Knock.

I froze.

He was back. Henderson. He probably forgot to tell me he was keeping the security deposit.

Heat rushed up my neck. My grip on the palette knife tightened until the wood bit into my palm. He wanted to kick me out? Fine. But he didn't get to twist the knife.

I marched to the door. My boots stomped on the floor. Good. Let him hear the nuisance.

I grabbed the handle and yanked it open.

"Look, you can't just keep coming back here to—"

The words died in my throat.

It wasn't Mr. Henderson.

The man standing in my hallway was huge.

He took up the entire frame of the door. Broad shoulders stretched the fabric of a dark gray t-shirt. He wore surgical scrubs pants, the drawstring hanging loose. Combat boots, scuffed and worn, were planted firmly on my welcome mat.

I looked up. And up.

His jaw was square, covered in a shadow of stubble that looked sharp enough to sand wood. His mouth was set in a grim line.

But it was the eyes that stopped me.

They were blue. Not the friendly cerulean I had dropped on the floor. They were steel. Ice. A cold, piercing blue that seemed to dissect me in a single glance.

He looked exhausted. Deep purple shadows bruised the skin beneath his eyes. His hair was dark, cut short in a military style that was growing out just enough to be messy.

He didn't look like a landlord. He looked like a weapon that had been left out in the rain.

"You didn't answer your phone," he said.

His voice was a low rumble. It vibrated in the floorboards, traveling up through the soles of my boots.

I blinked. My brain misfired.

"I... what?"

He held up a phone. His hand was large, the knuckles scarred.

"Sadie," he said. The name sounded like a curse word coming from him. "She called me. Said you were being an idiot."

My mouth fell open.

"I... who are you?"

He looked down at me. His gaze flicked to the paint in my hair, the smear on my cheek, the chaos of the room behind me. He didn't blink.

"Ethan," he said. "Ethan Rourke."

Sadie's brother.

The war hero. The surgeon. The ghost who never came home for holidays.

I gripped the doorframe. Paint transferred from my hand to the wood.

"Oh," I whispered.

He stepped closer. The scent of antiseptic and rain washed over me, drowning out the turpentine.

"Pack your bags," he said. "We're leaving."


The Offer

Ethan


My house was a coffin.

That was the point.

I stepped through the front door and locked the world out. The silence hit me first. Heavy. Absolute. It settled into the corners of the living room where the furniture sat at perfect ninety-degree angles. No dust. No clutter. No life.

Just the way I needed it.

I dropped my keys in the ceramic bowl by the door. The clatter was the only sound in three thousand square feet of expensive, empty architecture.

My shift had ended forty minutes ago. Twelve hours of trauma. Twelve hours of holding people’s lives inside my ribcage, trying to keep them from slipping through my fingers. I could still feel the phantom warmth of blood on my gloves. I could still smell the copper and the antiseptic.

I walked to the kitchen. The stainless steel appliances gleamed, judging me. I opened the fridge. Water. Protein shakes. A single apple that was probably petrified by now.

I grabbed a water bottle. My hand shook. Just a tremor. A tiny aftershock of the adrenaline dump.

I clenched my fist. The shaking stopped.

Control.

It was the only thing that mattered. Control over the environment. Control over the body. Control over the memories that waited for the lights to go out.

I took a long drink, the cold water hitting my empty stomach like a stone. I needed sleep. A solid four hours before the nightmares started.

My phone buzzed in my pocket.

I ignored it.

It buzzed again. And again. Persistent. Annoying.

I pulled it out.

Sadie.

My sister. The only person on the planet who didn't fear my silence.

I swiped answer.

"I'm sleeping," I said. My voice was rough, like gravel in a blender.

"You're not sleeping. You just got home. I track your shift schedule."

"Stalker."

"Concerned sibling," she corrected. Her voice was high. Tight. Panic mode. "I need you to do something."

"No."

"Ethan. Please."

I leaned against the granite counter. The cold seeped through my scrub top.

"I just spent twelve hours pulling shrapnel out of a drunk driver's chest. I am going to bed."

"It's Willow."

The name stopped me.

Willow Hart. Sadie’s best friend. The human equivalent of a glitter bomb. I had met her a dozen times over the years. She was loud. She was colorful. She had zero concept of personal space or volume control.

She was noise. She was disorder. She was a variable I couldn't control.

"What about her?" I asked.

"She's being evicted. Henderson is kicking her out. Today."

I rubbed the bridge of my nose. The headache was starting behind my eyes. A dull throb.

"That sucks," I said. "Send her a fruit basket."

"Ethan! She has nowhere to go. Her van is barely running. It's going to freeze tonight."

"She's an adult, Sadie. Adults pay rent. Adults find apartments."

"She paid! Henderson is being a jerk because of the noise. Look, I can't leave work. I have a board meeting in ten minutes. I need you to go over there."

"And do what? Perform surgery on her lease?"

"Just... check on her. Make sure she's not sitting on the curb crying. Please. For me."

Sadie knew my weak spot. It wasn't Willow. It was her. I had spent half my life protecting Sadie from the fallout of our parents' mess. I couldn't stop now.

I groaned. A low, guttural sound of defeat.

"Address," I said.

The apartment building smelled like boiled cabbage and bad choices.

I walked up the three flights of stairs, my boots heavy on the warped wood. The hallway was dim. Peeling wallpaper. Flickering lights.

I found 4B.

I didn't knock. I pounded.

When the door opened, I expected tears. I expected hysteria.

I didn't expect the assault on my senses.

Willow stood there. She looked like she’d wrestled a rainbow and lost. Paint smeared her cheek, her hair, her clothes. Her eyes were wide, hazel and gold, panicked but defiant.

Behind her, the apartment was a disaster zone. Canvases everywhere. Clothes in piles. A cat sitting on a stack of books, judging me.

"Pack your bags," I had said. "We're leaving."

She stared at me now, her mouth slightly open.

"Excuse me?"

"You heard me." I stepped past her. The air inside smelled like turpentine and lavender. It made my nose itch. "Sadie called. Said you're out."

"Sadie has a big mouth," she muttered, closing the door. "And I'm not out. I have... a week."

"You have a landlord who wants you gone," I said. I scanned the room. "And looking at this place, I can see why."

"It's a creative process!" she defended, crossing her arms. Paint flaked off her elbow. "Not a mess."

"It's a fire hazard."

I looked at her. Really looked at her.

She was vibrating with tension. Under the paint and the bravado, she looked exhausted. There were shadows under those kaleidoscope eyes that matched my own.

Her hands were clenched into fists at her sides. A tremor ran through her shoulders that had nothing to do with the cold.

I hated that I noticed. I hated that it made something tighten in my chest. A protective instinct I had spent years trying to bury.

"I'm fine, Ethan," she said. Her voice wavered. "You can go. I don't need a rescue mission."

"You have a plan?"

"I'm working on it."

" working on it isn't a plan. It's a wish."

I walked over to a stack of boxes. They were half-packed, haphazardly taped.

"My car is outside," I said. "Grab the essentials. We'll come back for the furniture."

"Go where?" She laughed. It was a brittle sound. "Sadie's couch? Her parents' place? I'm not doing that again. I'm not a charity case."

"My place."

The words left my mouth before I authorized them.


My brain screamed. Abort. Retreat.


Willow froze. She looked at me like I had just spoken in tongues.

"Your place," she repeated.

"I have a guest house," I said. The words tumbled out before I could check the logic. "It's separate. It's private. You stay out of my way."

"The guest house." She narrowed her eyes. "Why?"

"Because Sadie will skin me alive if I let you sleep in a van."

"I wasn't going to sleep in the van," she lied. She was a terrible liar. Her gaze darted to the left.

"Right."

I stepped closer to her. The space between us felt charged. Static electricity. She smelled like paint and fear and something sweet, like vanilla.

"It's empty," I said. "It has heat. A bed. A lock on the door. You stay there until you find a new place. Simple."

It wasn't simple. It was a tactical error. bringing chaos into my perimeter.

But looking at her standing there, small and fierce and covered in blue paint, I knew I couldn't leave her.

"I pay rent," she said.

"Fine."

"And I cook my own meals."

"Preferred."

"And Charlie comes with me."

She pointed to the orange cat. The beast blinked at me, yellow eyes full of malice.

"The cat stays in the guest house," I said. "If he touches my leather sofa, he becomes a pair of mittens."

Willow’s lips twitched. A ghost of a smile. It transformed her face. The tension eased, just a fraction.

"He prefers velvet," she said.

"Grab your stuff, Hart. I need to sleep."

She looked around the room. Her shoulders slumped, the fight draining out of her. She picked up a tote bag covered in splashes of red and green.

"Thank you," she whispered.

I didn't answer. I just grabbed the heaviest box.

The drive was silent.

Willow sat in the passenger seat of my truck, clutching the cat carrier like a shield. She stared out the window as the city gave way to the wooded outskirts where I lived.

My property was five acres of privacy. A modern farmhouse that looked more like a bunker than a home. Dark wood. Stone. Glass.

I pulled into the driveway. The main house loomed, gray and imposing against the overcast sky.

"It's... big," Willow said.

"It's quiet."

I drove past the main house, down a gravel path to the guest cottage. It was a smaller version of the main house. Clean lines. pristine siding. A manicured lawn that I paid a service to keep within an inch of its life.

I parked.

"Here."

Willow unbuckled. She opened the door and stepped out, holding the cat carrier. She spun in a slow circle, taking it in.

"It's beautiful," she said.

I got out and grabbed her box from the bed of the truck.

"Key is under the mat. Code for the gate is 1-9-8-4."

"Orwell? Really?" She looked at me, an eyebrow raised.

"Easy to remember."

I walked to the cottage door and unlocked it. I pushed it open.

The air inside was stale. Unused.

It was a studio layout. High ceilings. Polished concrete floors. A gray sofa. A white bed. A kitchenette with black counters.

It looked like a showroom. Or a hospital waiting room.

I set the box down on the counter.

"Heat kicks on automatically," I said. "Don't touch the thermostat. The plumbing is new, so don't flush anything weird. And keep the noise down."

Willow stepped inside. She set the cat carrier down and opened the latch. The orange menace slinked out, sniffing the air with disdain.

Willow looked around. She touched the gray wall. She looked at the gray couch. She looked at the white bedspread.

She turned to me. Her eyes were dancing. That dangerous, chaotic light was back.

"It's a little... sterile," she said.

"It's clean," I corrected. "It's orderly."

"It's a prison cell with better thread count."

She walked to the window and threw the curtains open. Light flooded the gray space.

"I can stay?" she asked.

"Until you find a place."

"And I pay rent?"

"Sure."

"Okay."

She grinned. It wasn't a polite smile. It was an impish, trouble-making grin that made the hair on the back of my neck stand up. It was a warning.

"I'll take it," she said. "On one condition."

I crossed my arms. My biceps strained against the cotton of my shirt. I should have walked away. I should have told her take it or leave it.

"What condition?"

She gestured to the room. To the pristine, colorless void I had offered her.

"I can't live in a sensory deprivation tank, Ethan. It kills the muse."

She stepped closer. Close enough that I could see the flecks of gold in her hazel eyes. Close enough that my heart rate ticked up, a traitor in my own chest.

"I get to jazz up the gloom," she said. "Make it livable. My way."

I looked at her. Covered in paint. Holding a bag that looked like it had exploded. A cat winding around her ankles.

She was going to destroy my peace. I knew it.

"Don't paint the walls," I warned.

Her smile widened.

"I wouldn't dream of it."

She was lying.

I turned and walked out the door before I could rescind the offer.

"Welcome home, trouble," I muttered.


Sunshine in the Guest House

Willow


Gray.

Everything was gray.

I stood in the center of the guest house living room and spun in a slow circle. The walls were a soft dove gray. The couch was slate. The rug was charcoal. Even the air seemed to lack saturation, filtered through pristine, smudge-free windows until it lost all its warmth.

It was beautiful. It was elegant.

It terrified me.

I felt like a splatter of neon paint on a black-and-white photograph. Too loud. Too messy. I looked down at my boots. They were vintage combat boots, scuffed to hell and currently covered in a fine layer of dust from the move. One lace was purple. The other was green.

"We are going to ruin this place, Charlie," I whispered.

The carrier on the counter rattled. A low, demonic yowl emitted from the plastic vents.

"I know," I said. "I hate it too."

I unlatched the door.

Charlie shot out like a cannonball wrapped in fur. He hit the polished concrete floor, claws scrabbling for traction that didn't exist, and skidded under the couch. Two yellow eyes glowed from the shadows. Judging me.

He knew we didn't belong here.

I sighed and dropped my tote bag on the counter. It landed with a heavy thud, and I winced. I checked the surface. No scratches.

Ethan Rourke lived his life in straight lines and ninety-degree angles. I had seen the main house. It was a fortress of solitude. And here I was, invading his perimeter.

I needed to unpack. If I put my things out, maybe the space wouldn't feel so much like a waiting room for a surgery I didn't want to have.

I opened the first box.

Paints.

Thank god.

I pulled out tubes of acrylics, jars of gesso, and my favorite brushes. I lined them up on the windowsill. Crimson. Cobalt. Viridian. The colors caught the afternoon light, casting little stained-glass shadows on the gray floor.

Better.

I moved to the next box. Sketchbooks. A mug shaped like a gargoyle. A throw blanket that looked like a kaleidoscope exploded in a wool factory.

I draped the blanket over the back of the pristine sofa.

"There," I told the empty room. "Now you look like someone actually lives here."

The room didn't answer. It just absorbed my clutter with a stoic silence that reminded me entirely too much of its owner.

Ethan.

I shivered, though the thermostat was set to a perfect sixty-eight degrees.

When he had shown up at my apartment, looking like a storm front in scrubs, I had thought I was hallucinating. He was Sadie's brother. The ghost. The legend. I had seen photos of him, sure. Stiff, formal portraits on Sadie's parents' mantelpiece.

But the photos didn't capture the sheer mass of him. They didn't capture the way he took up all the oxygen in a room. Or the way his eyes, cold and blue as a winter sky, seemed to see right through my defenses to the scared little girl hiding behind the paint.

He had carried my heaviest box like it was filled with feathers. He had driven me here in silence. He had given me a key.

And now I was living in his backyard.

I needed air. The sterility of the cottage was starting to make my skin itch. I walked to the French doors that opened onto the patio. I turned the handle.

The lock clicked. The door swung open.

Fresh air rushed in. It smelled of damp earth, pine needles, and impending rain. It smelled like freedom.

I took a deep breath, closing my eyes.

Meow.

The sound was close. Too close.

My eyes snapped open.

An orange blur shot between my legs.

"Charlie! No!"

I lunged. My fingers brushed the tip of his tail, but he was too fast. He was a ginger missile fueled by spite and curiosity. He hit the patio stones and kept going.

Straight toward the main house.

Straight toward the garden.

"Charlie, get back here!" I hissed.

I scrambled out the door, nearly tripping over the threshold.

The backyard was not a yard. It was a park. A botanical garden. It was terrifying.

manicured hedges lined the perimeter like sentries. The grass was cut to a uniform height that suggested someone measured it with a ruler. And in the center, a series of raised flower beds sat in perfect geometric formation.

Charlie was heading right for them.

"Don't you dare," I whispered, breaking into a run. "Do not go in the dirt. Do not dig. He will turn you into a hat."

Charlie didn't listen. He never listened. He hopped up onto the edge of a raised bed made of dark, expensive-looking wood. He paused, looking back at me.

He twitched his tail.

Then he jumped in.

"No!"

I sprinted across the lawn. My boots thudded heavily on the grass. I felt like a bulldozer in a butterfly sanctuary.

I reached the flower bed.

Charlie was already digging. He was kicking up dark, rich soil, happily uprooting a row of delicate white flowers that looked like they cost more than my car.

"Bad cat!" I whispered, reaching for him.

He hissed and bolted.

He leaped to the next bed.

I scrambled after him. My foot slipped on the damp grass. I flailed, arms pinwheeling, and caught myself on the edge of the wood.

Snap.

I froze.

I looked down.

Under my hand, the stem of a pristine white lily hung at a sad, broken angle.

"Oh god."

I tried to prop it up. It flopped over, defeated.

Charlie was in the next bed now. He was batting at a bee that was hovering over a prize rosebush.

"Charlie!"

I climbed onto the edge of the planter. It was a bad idea. I knew it was a bad idea. But panic had hijacked my brain. If Ethan came home and found his garden destroyed, I would be back on the street before I could unpack my toothbrush.

I lunged for the cat.

My boot found mud. Slick, wet, traitorous mud.

My feet went out from under me.

I didn't fall gracefully. I didn't fall like a heroine in a movie.

I fell like a sack of potatoes.

I crashed into the rosebush. Thorns snagged my sweater. Branches snapped. I hit the dirt with a wet thud that knocked the wind out of me.

I lay there for a second, staring up at the gray sky.

I was covered in mud. I was tangled in a destroyed rosebush. I had probably killed three separate species of flora in under thirty seconds.

And Charlie?

Charlie was sitting on the grass five feet away, licking his paw. He looked bored.

"You are a monster," I groaned, pushing myself up.

My hands were black with soil. There was a smear of it on my nose. I could feel it.

"Going somewhere?"

The voice was low. Deep. It rumbled through the ground like an earthquake.

I froze.

I didn't want to turn around. If I didn't turn around, maybe I wasn't really here. Maybe I was in a coma. That would be nice.

Slowly, painfully, I turned.

Ethan stood on the patio of the main house.

He was massive.

He wore a black t-shirt that clung to his chest and gray sweatpants that hung low on his hips. He was holding a mug of coffee. Steam curled up from the rim, drifting past his face.

He wasn't moving. He was just watching me.

His face was a mask of stone. His eyes were dark, unreadable.

He looked at me. Then he looked at the cat. Then he looked at the decimated rosebush.

He took a sip of his coffee.

"I can fix it," I blurted out.

I scrambled to my feet. I tried to brush the dirt off my knees, but I only succeeded in smearing it further into the denim.

"I have a green thumb," I lied. "Well, paint-stained. But I understand color theory. That applies to plants, right?"

Ethan walked down the steps.

He moved with a predator's grace. Silent. fluid. Dangerous.

He stopped two feet away from me.

He smelled like coffee and soap. He smelled clean.

I smelled like a compost heap.

"You," he said.

One word. Heavy as a brick.

"The cat got out," I explained, my words tumbling over each other. "I was trying to catch him. He has no respect for agriculture. I'm sorry. I'll pay for the bush. I'll replant the... whatever those white things were."

Ethan looked down at the mud on my hands. He looked at the twig caught in my hair.

He stepped closer.

The air between us seemed to thin. I stopped breathing.

He was so big. He blocked out the sky.

He reached out.

I flinched, expecting him to grab me. To shake me. To point at the gate and tell me to leave.

His hand stopped inches from my face.

His fingers were long. Calloused. Surgeons' hands, steady and capable of miracles. Or violence.

He plucked the twig from my curls.

His knuckles brushed my cheek.

Fire.

It was just a touch. An accidental graze of skin against skin. But it burned. The contact sparked a heavy, liquid heat that pooled low in my stomach.

My breath hitched.

Ethan's hand froze.

He looked at me. His eyes weren't cold anymore. They were dark. Heated.

He looked at the mud on my cheek. He looked at my lips.

For a second, I thought he was going to lean in. I thought he was going to kiss the dirt right off my face.


Air trapped in my lungs. My pulse beat a warning code against my throat. Thump-thump-thump.


Then he stepped back.

The heat vanished, replaced by the cool damp of the garden.

He dropped the twig on the ground.

His jaw tightened. A muscle feathered in his cheek.

"Do you always cause this much trouble," he growled, his voice rough and low, vibrating through my chest, "or just when you're here?"


Oil on Canvas, Sparks in the Dark

Willow


Midnight.

The witching hour for bad ideas.

I sat cross-legged on the polished concrete floor, a canvas propped against the leg of the gray sofa. The guest house was silent. Oppressively, heavily silent. It felt like sleeping inside a held breath.

I dipped my brush into a glob of Alizarin Crimson.

"Just paint the flower," I whispered.

My hand moved. A petal took shape. Then another.

But it was wrong. Too stiff. Too perfect.

I wiped it away with a rag, leaving a smear of red that looked like a wound.

I couldn't sleep. Every time I closed my eyes, I saw him. Ethan. Standing in the garden, looming over me like a thunderhead.

Do you always cause this much trouble?

His voice was stuck in my head. A low, vibrating rumble that had gone straight through my chest and settled low in my belly. It wasn't a polite question. It was a challenge.

And the way he had touched my cheek.

I dropped the brush. It clattered against the water jar.

Charlie was asleep on the end of the bed, a fluffy orange croissant of indifference. He didn't care that his owner was spiraling. He didn't care that the landlord—my temporary roommate—was the most terrifyingly attractive man I had ever met.

I grabbed my sketchbook. Charcoal. Messy, black, unforgiving charcoal.

I flipped to a fresh page.

I needed to get him out of my system. Exorcise the ghost with graphite.

My hand moved faster now. I didn't have to think. The lines just happened.

A jawline. Sharp, like granite.

A scar. A thin, jagged line running along the side of a neck. I had seen it when he looked down at me. A souvenir from a life I couldn't imagine.

Broad shoulders. The kind that stretched the fabric of a t-shirt until it begged for mercy.

I shaded the hollow of a throat.

The drawing wasn't soft. It wasn't pretty. It was all hard angles and shadows. It was him.

I stared at the paper. The charcoal Ethan stared back. Dark eyes. Unreadable.

My skin felt tight.

The air in the cottage was set to sixty-eight degrees, but I was burning up. I pulled the hem of my oversized t-shirt up, fanning myself.

It didn't help.

The heat wasn't coming from the room. It was coming from the memory of his thumb on my cheek. Rough skin. Calloused. A surgeon's hand, capable of delicate work, but worn by war.

I traced the line of his jaw on the paper with my own fingertip.

Imagine those hands on me.

The realization knocked the wind out of me.

I shouldn't. He was my landlord. He was Sadie's brother. He was a walking fortress with a 'Keep Out' sign nailed to his chest.

But God, I wanted to climb the walls.

I leaned back against the sofa, my legs falling open. The sketchbook rested on my thighs.

"Just a sketch," I murmured. "Just art."

Liar.

My hand drifted down. It wasn't art. It was hunger.

I touched the waistband of my sleep shorts. My fingers slipped inside.

Wet.

I let out a shaky breath.

I closed my eyes. The image of the drawing was burned onto the back of my lids. But in the dark, it moved.

The door handle turns. He steps inside. He doesn't yell. He doesn't ask for silence.

To finish what he started in the garden.

My fingers found my clit. I circled it, slow and teasing.

Do you always cause this much trouble?

"Yes," I whispered to the empty room. "Always."

I imagined him pinning me against the pristine gray wall. His big hands gripping my hips. His thumbs pressing into my skin, leaving bruises that would match the paint.

I picked up the pace. Friction and heat.

My hips bucked, seeking more pressure.

I pictured him shirtless. I had seen him in the kitchen earlier, through the window of the main house. Just a glimpse. Ridges of muscle. A scar on his ribs. He had been holding Charlie, scritching the cat behind the ears with a gentleness that made my chest ache.

Hard and soft. Steel and velvet.

I groaned.

The sound was loud in the silence. Too loud.

I didn't care.

My other hand moved to my breast, pinching the nipple through the thin cotton of my shirt.

"Ethan."

The name slipped out. A plea.

I imagined his mouth there. Hot. Demanding. Biting down just hard enough to make me gasp.

I was close. So close. The tension coiled tight in my belly, a spring ready to snap.

I arched my back. My head fell against the sofa cushion.

"Please."

I moved my hand faster. I needed release. I needed to shatter this tension before it consumed me.

I imagined him watching me. His blue eyes darkening. His control snapping.

"You're a mess, Willow," he would say.

"Fix me," I would beg.

Release shattered the tension.

My vision blurred into static and gold as my body bowed off the cushions. My thighs clamped together. My toes curled. A long, broken moan tore from my throat, echoing off the high ceilings.

I rode the aftershocks, my breath coming in jagged gasps. My heart hammered against my ribs like it was trying to break out.

I lay there for a moment, limp and boneless. The room spun.

Then I heard it.

Crunch.

Gravel. Outside.

My eyes flew open.

The French doors were uncovered. I hadn't pulled the curtains. I liked the moonlight.

I froze.

A shadow fell across the floor.

Someone was standing on the patio.

My heart stopped.

I scrambled up, pulling my shirt down, clutching the sketchbook to my chest like a shield.

I looked at the glass.

Ethan.

He was standing there. Just outside the door.

He wasn't wearing the scrubs anymore. He was in gray sweatpants and a white t-shirt that looked like it had been pulled on in a hurry. His feet were bare.

He was staring right at me.

The light from inside the cottage illuminated him. I could see the shock on his face. His eyes were wide, pupils blown. His chest was heaving, like he had run all the way from the main house.

He had heard me.

He had heard the moan.

I couldn't move. I couldn't breathe.

He took a step closer to the glass. His hand raised, as if to knock, or to open the door.

Then he stopped.

His gaze dropped.

He looked at my flushed face. My messy hair. The way my legs were trembling.

He looked at the sketchbook clutched to my chest.

Realization dawned on his face. Slow and devastating.

A flush crept up his neck, dark and violent.

He knew.

He knew exactly what I had been doing.

And he knew who I had been thinking about.

We stared at each other through the glass. The air between us wasn't just charged anymore. It was nuclear.

I saw his throat work as he swallowed. I saw his hands clench into fists at his sides.

For a second—a terrifying, electric second—I thought he was going to open the door. I thought he was going to come in and make the fantasy real.


My body screamed yes.


But then his mask slammed back into place.

He stepped back. Abruptly. Like he had been burned.

He turned sideways, putting his back to the glass. He ran a hand through his hair, gripping the back of his neck.

He walked away.

Fast.

I watched his retreating figure disappear into the dark of the garden.

I sank back onto the couch. My legs gave out.

He had seen me.

He had heard me.

And tomorrow, I had to look him in the eye.

"Oh god," I whispered into the silence.

I looked down at the sketchbook. The charcoal drawing of Ethan stared up at me.

I closed the book.

But I knew I wouldn't be sleeping tonight.


Rules and Boundaries

Ethan


I didn’t sleep.

Not a wink.

Every time I closed my eyes, the image was there. Burned into the back of my eyelids like a solar flare.

Willow. Through the glass. Her head thrown back against my gray sofa. Her hand slipping beneath the waistband of those tiny shorts.

And the sound.

That broken, desperate moan.

I grip my coffee mug so hard I’m surprised the ceramic doesn’t turn to dust in my hand.

I stand at the kitchen island, staring out at the guest house. It sits innocent and quiet in the morning light. The curtains are drawn now.

I should have knocked. I should have walked in.

No.

That’s the part of me I buried in the desert. The part that takes what it wants. The part that doesn't care about consequences or collateral damage.

Here, in the civilian world, we have rules. We have boundaries. We don't break down doors because our tenant is touching herself and screaming our name.

I didn't hear my name.

But I felt it.

I take a swallow of black coffee. It burns going down. Good. I need the pain. I need the focus.

This arrangement is a mistake. A tactical error of catastrophic proportions. I let a chaos agent into my perimeter because my little sister asked nicely. And now, less than twenty-four hours later, my garden is a crime scene and my libido is staging a coup.

I need to lock this down.


I set the mug on the granite counter with a sharp clack.


I grab a notepad. I grab a pen.

Structure. Discipline. Protocol.

I march out the back door. The morning air is crisp, biting. It cools the sweat that’s been lingering on my skin since I woke up from a dream I refuse to analyze.

I cross the lawn. I ignore the crushed rosebush. I ignore the muddy paw prints on the patio stones.

I walk up to the guest house door.

I raise my hand. I hesitate.

My heart thuds against my ribs. Heavy. erratic.

Get it together, Rourke.

I knock. Three sharp raps.

Silence.

Then, a shuffle of feet. A latch clicking.

The door opens.

Willow stands there.

She looks like a wreck. A beautiful, disastrous wreck. Her curls are a bird’s nest, sticking up in every direction. She’s wearing a paint-stained t-shirt that hangs off one shoulder, exposing a expanse of pale skin and a strap of a purple bra.

She’s holding a mug that looks like a gargoyle head.

She blinks at me. Her eyes are hazel, rimmed with gold, and heavy with sleep.

"It's seven a.m.," she croaks.

Her voice is raspy.

My mind instantly flashes back to the moan.
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