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THE SOFT HUM OF THE evening breeze brushed against Olivia’s skin as she stood by the window, gazing at the horizon. The sky was a blend of deep purples and fiery oranges, painting a picture of peace that seemed to mock the storm brewing in her heart. She hadn’t expected to come back here—back to California, back to the family she had once known so well. But here she was, standing in the same house, feeling like a stranger.

Her fingers traced the edge of the windowsill as memories from years ago flooded her mind. The last time she had stood in this room, she had been a different person—a younger, more carefree version of herself. Back then, everything had been so simple. Her life had revolved around school, friends, and the occasional summer vacation with her father. But that had all changed the moment her mother remarried.

Ethan.

The name came unbidden to her mind, and with it, a flood of memories—some sweet, some painful. Ethan, her stepbrother, had always been there, but never truly within reach. Their bond had been complicated from the start. He had been charming, rebellious, and full of life, drawing people to him like moths to a flame. Olivia had been no exception. She had admired him from a distance, secretly yearning for the connection they could never fully have.

The first time they had kissed, it had been an accident—or at least, that’s what they had both told themselves. A moment of weakness, of confusion, of desire. But once it happened, it could never be undone. The spark had ignited, and there was no turning back. Yet, they both knew it was wrong. They were family now, bound by marriage, and the lines between them had blurred in a way that neither could quite comprehend.

Olivia closed her eyes, remembering the feeling of Ethan’s lips against hers, the way his hands had felt on her skin, the warmth of his breath against her neck. It had been electric, but it had also been dangerous. They had tried to push it away, tried to act like nothing had changed, but the truth was, everything had shifted in that one stolen moment.

And now, years later, she was back in California, facing the consequences of that moment. She had tried to forget Ethan, tried to move on, but the pull between them had never truly faded. It lingered in the corners of her mind, in the quiet moments when she thought no one was watching.

As she stood there, the sound of a car pulling into the driveway broke her reverie. Her heart skipped a beat as she turned toward the door. She knew who it was before she even saw him. Ethan.

The door opened, and there he stood, tall and confident, his dark hair tousled from the wind, his eyes scanning the room before locking onto hers. A flicker of recognition passed between them, and for a moment, time seemed to stand still. The air between them was thick with unspoken words, with emotions they had both buried for so long.

“Olivia,” Ethan said, his voice low and steady, though there was an undeniable hint of tension in his tone.

She nodded, forcing a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. “Ethan.”

For a moment, neither of them moved. The weight of their past hung in the air, thick and suffocating. Olivia had always thought that if they ever came face to face again, it would be easier. But now, standing in front of him, she realized how wrong she had been.

It wasn’t easier. It was harder. And she knew, deep down, that the spark between them had never truly gone out. It had only been waiting for the right moment to flare back to life.

But that moment, she told herself, was not now. Not again.

“I should go,” she said, her voice trembling slightly, betraying the emotions she was trying to keep in check. “It’s good to see you, Ethan. But I need to figure things out.”

With that, she turned and walked away, leaving Ethan standing in the doorway, his gaze fixed on her retreating figure. He wanted to say something, anything, but the words wouldn’t come. He was too late. The distance between them had already been created.

And as Olivia walked away, she couldn’t help but wonder if it was already too late for them.
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Chapter 1: The Return
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The California sun bathed the streets in a golden hue as Olivia’s car rolled into the familiar neighbourhood. The scent of saltwater from the nearby coast clung to the breeze, mingling with the faint aroma of blooming jasmine. She tightened her grip on the steering wheel, her heart thudding in her chest as the towering oak tree that marked the driveway of her childhood home came into view.

Her home. Their home.

Olivia parked the car and stepped out, her heels clicking against the pavement. The house hadn’t changed much in the years she’d been gone. The white shutters still framed the windows perfectly, and the garden her mother had lovingly tended to was as vibrant as ever. A pang of nostalgia hit her as she glanced at the porch swing, remembering lazy summer afternoons spent there with a book in hand.

But it wasn’t the house that made her hesitate. It was the man inside.

She could already hear the faint chatter of voices coming from the living room as she opened the door. Her mother’s laughter rang out, warm and familiar, and Olivia forced a smile as she stepped inside.

“Olivia!” her mother exclaimed, rushing forward to envelop her in a tight hug. “Oh, sweetheart, it’s so good to have you back!”

“Hi, Mom,” Olivia said, her voice soft as she returned the embrace.

Her stepfather, Richard, appeared next, his kind smile easing some of her nerves. “Welcome home, Olivia. It’s been too long.”

“It has,” she admitted, glancing around the room.

And then she saw him.

Ethan stood by the fireplace, a glass of whiskey in hand. His dark eyes met hers, and for a moment, the world seemed to fall away. He looked older, sharper, but no less magnetic. His jaw was dusted with stubble, and his tailored shirt hugged his frame in a way that made it impossible to ignore the man he had become.

“Olivia,” he said, his voice smooth yet laced with something she couldn’t quite place.

“Ethan,” she replied, her tone neutral, though her heart raced in her chest.

The tension between them was palpable, even as their parents remained blissfully unaware. Ethan’s gaze lingered on her for a beat too long before he finally looked away, raising his glass to his lips.

The evening passed in a blur of small talk and laughter, but Olivia couldn’t shake the weight of Ethan’s presence. Every time he spoke, her ears tuned in, and every time he moved, her eyes followed. It was maddening, this pull she felt toward him, even after all these years.

When dinner was over, and the dishes were cleared, Olivia found herself on the porch swing, the cool night air brushing against her skin. She closed her eyes, letting the sound of the waves in the distance calm her racing thoughts.

“Couldn’t sleep?”

Her eyes snapped open to find Ethan standing in the doorway, his hands tucked into his pockets. He stepped outside, his movements slow and deliberate, as if he was giving her a chance to send him away.

“Just needed some air,” she replied, shifting slightly as he sat down beside her.

For a moment, neither of them spoke. The silence stretched between them, heavy with unspoken words.

“I wasn’t sure if you’d come back,” Ethan finally said, his voice low.

Olivia glanced at him, her heart aching at the vulnerability in his tone. “Neither was I.”

He nodded, his gaze fixed on the horizon. “It’s been a while.”

“Three years,” she said softly.

“Three years, four months, and ten days,” he corrected, a hint of a smile playing at the corners of his lips.

Her breath caught in her throat. “You kept count?”

“Of course I did.”

The weight of his words hung in the air, and Olivia felt her resolve wavering. She wanted to ask him why, to demand answers, but the fear of what he might say kept her silent.

“Why did you leave?” Ethan asked, breaking the silence.

She hesitated, her fingers gripping the edge of the swing. “Because I had to.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It’s the only one I have,” she said, her voice trembling.

Ethan turned to face her, his dark eyes searching hers. “You ran away, Olivia. From me. From us.”

“There was no ‘us,’ Ethan,” she said, though her words lacked conviction.

He leaned closer, his voice dropping to a whisper. “There was. And you know it.”
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Chapter 2: Unexpected Encounter
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The sun blazed overhead as Olivia made her way to the racetrack, her heart tugged by a mix of nostalgia and curiosity. She hadn’t planned on coming here, but something about the familiar roar of engines and the scent of burning rubber had drawn her in. This place held so many memories—some exhilarating, some bittersweet. And one memory stood out above all: Ethan.

The racetrack was alive with energy. Crowds cheered, vendors shouted their wares, and the sharp growl of engines filled the air. Olivia walked through the throng, her eyes scanning the familiar scene. She hadn’t been here in years, yet everything felt the same.

“Olivia?”

She turned, startled, to see a grinning face she hadn’t expected—Jake, one of Ethan’s old racing buddies.

“Jake!” she exclaimed, her smile widening as they embraced.

“What are you doing here?” he asked, his voice tinged with surprise.

“Just... reliving old memories,” she said, shrugging lightly.

Jake’s eyes sparkled with mischief. “Well, you’re in for a treat. Ethan’s racing in the main event today.”

Her breath caught. Ethan. Of course, he would still be here, dominating the track like he always had. “He is?” she managed to say, trying to keep her voice steady.

Jake nodded. “Yeah, and he’s better than ever. You should stick around. It’s going to be one hell of a race.”

Olivia found herself a spot near the starting line, her pulse quickening as the racers prepared to
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