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by Lilith Ember

The ash started falling before Rhea Brooks reached the final switchback.

Fine gray powder coated the windshield of her truck in soft streaks, turning the Cascade ridge into something half-erased. The private road climbed through black rock and sparse fir, the air already tasting of sulfur and residual heat. Ashbound sat at the top like it had been poured into the mountain rather than built on it—low concrete and dark glass, a long cantilevered living level that looked out over a valley currently disappearing under volcanic dust from a minor venting event two ridges over.

She had been hired for five days. Recalibrate the primary heat exchangers after an anomaly that had tripped three sensors and nearly vented a pressure line into the containment secondary. The contract was expensive, silent, and non-negotiable on the point of her staying on-site overnight. No remote monitoring. No partial systems. Full hands-on until the arrays read stable under sustained load.

Rhea was twenty-nine, curvy in the way that made tailored work pants sit differently on her hips, and she had spent the last six years specializing in high-pressure thermal systems that most engineers preferred to model rather than touch. She liked the touch. She liked the moment when numbers stopped being theoretical and started answering to her hands.

She expected a facilities team. She got the owners.

Cassian Vale opened the outer gate himself. Tall, lean through the shoulders and hips, black hair pushed back from a face that looked carved for precision, cool gray eyes that tracked her from the truck door to the toolkit on the passenger floorboard and back to her mouth without hurry. He wore a black shirt already dusted with ash at the shoulders and the kind of stillness that made people lower their voices without understanding why. When he looked at her it was the same way a man looked at a system he intended to keep running exactly the way he wanted.

Theo Hart came down the covered walk a half-step behind him—broader through the chest, dark-blond hair gone almost chestnut under the ash light, warm hazel eyes that smiled first. He took her bag before she could argue and tipped his head toward the glass entry.

“Rhea Brooks,” Theo said. His voice was lower than she expected, roughened by the thin mountain air. “You made good time for a road that’s trying to erase itself.”

“I don’t like unfinished systems.”

Cassian’s mouth almost moved. “Neither do we.”

The living level was a long room of warm wood, black stone, and floor-to-ceiling glass that should have shown fir and valley. Today it showed falling ash and a sky the color of wet concrete. A stone hearth ran the length of one wall, cold for now. Analog gauges glowed dull gold beside a bank of climate and pressure readouts that looked custom rather than commercial. The air smelled like cedar, distant sulfur, and coffee that had been made properly—dark, no burn.

Rhea set her primary toolkit on the long steel table and pulled up the anomaly logs on the tablet they handed her without small talk. The numbers were clean and wrong in the same breath—pressure spikes that should have vented through the secondary, temperature gradients that should have equalized within three minutes, and a secondary sensor array that had gone quiet for forty-one minutes without a corresponding fault code. Someone had either overridden the safety cascade or the cascade had failed silently. Neither option was acceptable.

“You ran it under load after the first trip,” she said, not looking up.

“We needed to know if it would hold,” Cassian answered. His voice was low, precise, the kind that made every word land like a decision already made.

“And did it?”

“It held. Barely.”

Theo leaned a hip against the table, close enough that she felt the heat of him through the space between their bodies. “We don’t like barely.”

She looked up. Cassian’s gray eyes were on her face. Theo’s hazel ones were on her hands where they rested on the tablet. Neither man looked away when she caught them watching. The attention was open, heavy, and entirely intentional. Rhea felt it the way she felt a pressure differential—something measurable settling under her skin.

“Then we start with the primary exchanger,” she said. “I need full access and both of you on the secondary board while I work the sensors. If the ash keeps falling like this, the intake filters are going to load faster than your automation expects. I want manual override authority for the duration.”

Cassian nodded once. “You’ll have it. We’ll stay with you.”

The first hours were pure work. Rhea stripped the primary sensor array down to the housing, cleaned the contacts that the ash-laden intake had begun to foul, and recalibrated the thermal couple chain while Cassian and Theo worked the secondary board in near silence. They were competent. More than competent. Cassian anticipated the next reading before she asked for it. Theo adjusted the load parameters with the easy confidence of a man who had built half the system with his own hands.

By late afternoon the primary held under a controlled thirty-percent load. By early evening it held under sixty. The ash thickened outside until the world beyond the glass was only gray motion and the faint orange glow of the distant vents on the ridge.

Rhea worked until her shoulders ached and the primary array finally reported stable under a full controlled load for a continuous hour. She stepped back from the console and rolled her neck. The living level was warm from the geothermal feeds that ran under the floors. Her black work shirt clung at the small of her back. She was aware of both men the way she was aware of pressure readings—constant, measurable, impossible to ignore.

“You’re good,” Theo said. He was closer than she expected, voice roughened by the late hour. “Most people who come up here talk more and fix less.”

“Talking doesn’t stabilize a heat exchanger.”

Cassian’s gaze moved from her mouth to the damp line of her throat where sweat had gathered. “No. It doesn’t.”

Something shifted in the air between the three of them. Not subtle. Not accidental. Rhea felt it settle low in her belly like a hand pressing inward. She had been alone with attractive men before. She had never been alone with two who looked at her like they had already decided the shape of the night and were only waiting for her to catch up.

She should have gone to the guest suite they had assigned her on the lower level. Instead she stayed in the open room while Theo poured three glasses of something amber and expensive and Cassian dimmed the overheads until the only light came from the gauges and the faint residual glow of the ridge vents.

“Five days,” Cassian said. He stood with his back to the glass, ash falling behind him like slow static. “Possibly longer if the ash closes the road. The clearing crews don’t run these private spurs until the main highways are clear.”

“I’m paid for the work, not the calendar.”

“We know.” His gray eyes held hers without blinking. “We’re not asking about the work.”

Theo’s hand settled on the back of her chair, not quite touching her. The heat of his palm was distinct. “We’re asking if you feel it too.”

Rhea’s pulse kicked hard under her jaw. She was not a woman who pretended. She looked at Cassian’s controlled mouth, at Theo’s warmer one, at the way both of them waited without crowding her, without performing impatience. The choice was still hers. That mattered more than the heat.

“Yes,” she said. “I feel it.”

Cassian’s breath left him in a controlled exhale that was almost a sound. Theo’s fingers brushed the side of her neck, light, testing the boundary.

“Then stay in this room tonight,” Cassian said. “Not the guest suite. Here. With us.”

It was not a demand. It was an invitation with the weight of a decision already leaning toward yes. Rhea stood. The ash whispered against the glass. The compound hummed around them, heat and power and quiet machines doing exactly what they were designed to do.

“All right,” she said.

They did not rush her.

Theo kissed her first—slow, thorough, the kind of kiss that learned the shape of a mouth before it asked for more. His tongue stroked along hers, unhurried, and the sound he made when she opened for him was low and pleased. Cassian watched for a long moment, gray eyes darkening, then stepped in and took her from the other side. His mouth was cooler, more precise, and when he bit lightly at her lower lip she made a sound that made both men go still as if the noise itself had weight.

Clothes came off in stages. Her work shirt first, buttons opening under Theo’s fingers. The soft black tank beneath it. Theo’s hands on the clasp of her bra, careful, then the warm weight of her breasts in his palms as he groaned against her throat. She was full, heavy, the kind of curves that made his fingers dig in slightly as if he were measuring what he held. Cassian’s fingers at the button of her jeans, the slow drag of denim down her hips, the way he looked at the dark lace of her underwear like it was another system he intended to open carefully and completely.

They got her naked between them while they were still mostly dressed. The imbalance should have felt vulnerable. Instead it felt deliberate—two men who wanted to look before they took. Cassian’s gaze moved over her breasts, the soft curve of her stomach, the dark thatch between her thighs, and the expression on his face was pure intent. Theo’s hands kept moving, stroking, learning the places that made her breath catch.

Theo’s mouth found her nipple and sucked, wet and open, the heat of it sharp. Cassian’s hand slid between her thighs, two fingers stroking through the slick heat already gathered there. She was wet enough that the sound of it was audible in the quiet room. Cassian made a low sound of approval and pushed those fingers
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