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Waves Between Us

Chapter 1 — The Rescue
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The Atlantic Ocean was angry before sunrise.

Avrelia Torres could tell by the color of the water alone.

From the lifeguard stand perched above Brighton Beach, she watched steel-gray waves roll violently beneath a bruised sky while cold wind whipped strands of dark hair across her face. Most people saw an empty beach this early in the morning.

Avrelia saw danger.

Rip currents.

Undertow.

Shifting tide patterns.

Tourists never noticed those things until panic set in.

She lifted her coffee to her mouth and grimaced when she realized it had gone cold twenty minutes ago. Typical. Her shifts always started before the rest of New York woke up, and by now she functioned mostly on instinct and caffeine.

Below her, gulls circled the shoreline while maintenance crews dragged rakes across the sand. The city behind her still glowed with sleepy amber lights, but out here the ocean ruled everything.

Always.

Her radio crackled softly at her hip.

“Torres, you alive up there?”

Avrelia pressed the button. “Unfortunately.”

Laughter burst through the static.

“Good. Russo’s bringing breakfast sandwiches.”

“Then I’m definitely alive.”

She clipped the radio back into place and scanned the water again automatically.

That was when she saw her.

A swimmer.

Far out.

Way too far.

Avrelia straightened instantly.

“Jesus Christ,” she muttered.

Even from this distance she could tell the woman knew how to swim. Her strokes were smooth and controlled despite the rough water. Most amateurs flailed when waves hit. This swimmer cut through them cleanly.

Which somehow made it worse.

Experienced swimmers were often the cockiest.

The woman continued pushing farther beyond the safe markers, dark figure rising and disappearing between waves.

Avrelia climbed down from the stand fast, pulse already sharpening.

The warning flags were up.

Double red.

No swimming advised.

Apparently someone thought those were decorative.

She grabbed binoculars from the rescue station and focused them on the swimmer.

Blonde hair slicked against her head.

Strong shoulders.

Powerful freestyle rhythm.

Then suddenly—

The pattern broke.

Avrelia’s stomach dropped.

One missed stroke.

Then another.

The swimmer’s head snapped upward sharply.

Not breathing right.

Not controlling the rhythm anymore.

“Damn it.”

Avrelia didn’t hesitate.

Years of training erased thought entirely.

She sprinted across the sand, rescue buoy in hand, cold wind slicing against her bare legs. The ocean surged louder as she hit the shoreline.

The swimmer disappeared briefly behind a wave.

When she resurfaced, panic had entered her movements.

Rip current.

Exactly what Avrelia feared.

The current pulled diagonally away from shore, dragging the swimmer farther out no matter how hard she fought against it.

And she was fighting it wrong.

Hard.

Fast.

Desperate.

“Don’t fight the current,” Avrelia muttered, already charging into the freezing water.

The Atlantic swallowed her instantly.

Cold exploded against her skin, but her body adapted immediately. Long, practiced strokes carried her through the rough surf as waves crashed over her shoulders.

Focus narrowed.

Distance.

Current speed.

Victim condition.

Exit route.

The swimmer vanished again.

Avrelia pushed harder.

By the time she reached her, the blonde woman was gasping, trying to stay afloat while the current dragged her sideways.

“Hey!” Avrelia shouted over the crashing waves. “Stop fighting it!”

The woman spun toward her, eyes wide with fury more than fear.

“I’m fine!”

Avrelia nearly laughed.

People actively drowning said that constantly.

“You are absolutely not fine.”

Another wave slammed into them. The swimmer choked slightly as seawater hit her face.

Avrelia moved closer with the rescue buoy. “Grab this.”

“I said I’ve got it—”

The next current yanked her hard enough that panic finally cracked through her expression.

There it was.

Fear.

Real fear.

Avrelia’s voice sharpened instantly. “Listen to me carefully. Stop swimming against the current. You’re wasting energy.”

The woman glared at her with stubborn intensity even while struggling to tread water.

“You think I don’t know how to swim?”

“No,” Avrelia snapped. “I think the ocean doesn’t care.”

For one brief second, something flashed across the swimmer’s face.

Humiliation.

Then exhaustion hit.

Her movements weakened.

Avrelia closed the remaining distance before pride could get either of them killed.

“Take the buoy.”

This time the woman obeyed.

Good.

Avrelia adjusted instantly, positioning herself sideways against the pull of the current.

“Kick lightly,” she ordered. “Don’t fight me.”

The swimmer coughed seawater again but nodded.

Together they moved parallel to shore instead of directly toward it, slowly escaping the rip current’s grip. Waves battered them relentlessly while freezing water clawed at Avrelia’s muscles.

But she stayed calm.

Always calm.

That was the job.

The swimmer beside her wasn’t calm anymore though.

Avrelia could hear it in her breathing.

Fast.

Uneven.

Fear finally winning.

“You’re okay,” Avrelia said firmly. “I’ve got you.”

The words surprised even her.

Because they sounded gentle.

And Avrelia Torres wasn’t known for gentle.

The swimmer looked at her then—really looked at her for the first time.

Gray-blue eyes.

Sharp cheekbones.

Beautiful even soaking wet and furious.

Dangerous combination.

Once they cleared the current, the swim back became easier. Still rough, but survivable.

When their feet finally touched sand beneath the water, the blonde woman nearly collapsed from exhaustion.

Avrelia caught her automatically.

Strong hands gripped cold skin.

For one strange second the world narrowed oddly.

Wet breathing.

Ocean spray.

Bodies pressed together.

The swimmer’s hand clenched against Avrelia’s shoulder hard enough to leave marks.

Then awareness returned all at once.

The woman jerked away immediately.

“I didn’t need saving.”

Avrelia stared at her in disbelief.

“You were thirty seconds from becoming a rescue report.”

“I had it under control.”

“You were literally drowning.”

“I was adjusting.”

“To death?”

The woman glared.

Avrelia glared back harder.

Now that they stood on shore properly, Avrelia could see her clearly.

Tall.

Athletic.

Expensive black swimsuit probably designed by someone charging too much money for too little fabric.

And annoyingly gorgeous.

The swimmer pushed soaked blonde hair away from her face. “You lifeguards always this dramatic?”

“You swimmers always this stupid?”

The woman blinked once.

Then—unexpectedly—laughed.

A short, breathless laugh that transformed her entire face.

And damn it, that was worse somehow.

Avrelia crossed her arms. “You ignored double red flags.”

“I’ve swum in worse.”

“This isn’t a pool.”

“I know that.”

“Clearly not.”

The swimmer’s smile faded slightly.

Something colder slipped into her expression. Defensive.

“You don’t know anything about me.”

Avrelia opened her mouth with a sarcastic reply ready—

Then stopped.

Because suddenly she did know her.

Recognition slammed into place.

Television interviews.

Magazine covers.

Olympic trials.

Scandal headlines.

Lynn Harper.

Former golden girl of American swimming.

Avrelia stared at her.

Lynn noticed immediately.

And there it was again—that guarded expression. Like she was bracing for impact.

Great.

So she was hiding here.

Avrelia exhaled slowly. “You’re Lynn Harper.”

Lynn’s jaw tightened. “Unfortunately.”

For a moment neither woman spoke.

Waves crashed behind them while dawn slowly painted gold across the horizon.

Up close, Lynn looked different than she had on television.

Less polished.

More tired.

The shadows beneath her eyes weren’t makeup-related. The tension in her shoulders looked permanent.

Still beautiful though.

Painfully so.

Avrelia hated noticing that.

“You gonna ask for a selfie?” Lynn asked dryly.

Avrelia snorted. “Not a chance.”

That earned the faintest real smile.

Then Lynn wrapped her arms around herself against the cold wind, and Avrelia noticed the slight tremor in her hands.

Adrenaline crash.

Common after near drownings.

“You should sit down for a minute.”

“I’m fine.”

“Sure you are.”

Lynn rolled her eyes but sank onto the sand anyway, clearly more exhausted than she wanted to admit.

Avrelia stood nearby, watching the waves automatically.

Always watching.

“You do this every morning?” Lynn asked quietly after a moment.

“Sit on a beach freezing to death? More or less.”

“I meant the lifeguard thing.”

Avrelia shrugged. “Someone has to stop idiots from drowning.”

Lynn smirked faintly. “You flirt with everyone you rescue?”

Avrelia barked out a surprised laugh before she could stop herself.

“Oh, you definitely hallucinated seawater on the brain.”

For the first time since reaching shore, Lynn laughed properly.

And the sound hit Avrelia unexpectedly hard.

Warm.

Real.

Human.

Not polished like television interviews.

Not rehearsed.

Just real.

Dangerous.

Very dangerous.

A truck pulled onto the sand nearby carrying two other lifeguards.

Russo leaned halfway out the window immediately. “Torres! You good?”

Avrelia waved once. “Fine.”

Russo’s gaze landed on Lynn.

Then widened dramatically.

“Oh my God,” he whispered loudly enough for everyone to hear.

Avrelia closed her eyes briefly. “Don’t.”

“That’s literally Lynn Harper.”

“I know.”

“The Olympic swimmer?”

“Yes, Russo. There aren’t two of her sitting on my beach.”

Lynn groaned softly and buried her face in her hands.

Russo hopped out of the truck anyway, starstruck beyond saving.

“Uh... huge fan.”

“Russo,” Avrelia warned.

“What? I’m being respectful.”

“You’re staring.”

“I’m appreciating.”

“You’re annoying.”

Lynn peeked up between her fingers, clearly fighting another smile.

Great.

Now both of them were impossible.

Avrelia offered Lynn a hand to help her stand.

For half a second Lynn hesitated before taking it.

The contact was brief.

Still electric.

And both women noticed.

Avrelia released her immediately.

“You should avoid swimming alone in conditions like this,” she said, voice steadier than she felt.

Lynn tilted her head slightly. “Was that concern?”

“It was professional irritation.”

“Mm-hmm.”

“And stay inside the safety markers.”

“You always this bossy?”

“Yes.”

Another smile.

Slow this time.

Interested.

The kind that made Avrelia suddenly aware of every inch of cold seawater clinging to her skin.

Problematic.

Very problematic.

Lynn stepped backward toward the boardwalk. “Thanks for the rescue.”

“You’re welcome.”

“And for not asking about...” Lynn gestured vaguely toward herself. Fame. Scandal. Whatever haunted her.

Avrelia shrugged. “Everybody comes to New York trying to escape something.”

Something vulnerable flickered briefly across Lynn’s expression.

Then disappeared.

“I’ll see you around, lifeguard.”

Avrelia folded her arms again. “Preferably not drowning next time.”

Lynn laughed softly before turning toward the boardwalk.

Avrelia watched her walk away longer than she should have.

Russo smirked beside her. “Oh, you are in trouble.”

Avrelia grabbed her cold coffee from the lifeguard stand.

“I rescued one swimmer,” she muttered. “That’s all.”

But even as she said it, she couldn’t stop thinking about gray-blue eyes in stormwater dawn light.

Or the way Lynn Harper looked at her like she was trying very hard not to feel something too.
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Chapter 2 — No More Gold Medals
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The apartment smelled faintly like fresh paint, old radiator heat, and the ocean.

Lynn Harper stood barefoot beside the single window, staring down at the early-morning streets of Brighton Beach while steam curled from a mug of untouched coffee in her hands.

Somewhere in the distance, waves crashed against the shoreline.

That sound had been the reason she rented the apartment.

Not the size—which was tiny.

Not the outdated kitchen cabinets.

Not the ancient elevator that groaned like it was fighting for its life.

The ocean was the reason.

The landlord had called it “a charming beachside studio.”

In reality, it was barely larger than the hotel bathrooms Lynn used to have during competitions.

But it was anonymous.

And anonymity had become priceless.

She looked around the room again.

Two unpacked boxes sat beside the couch she bought secondhand online. A duffel bag remained half-zipped near the door. The walls were painfully blank.

Temporary.

Everything about this place felt temporary.

Maybe because Lynn herself felt temporary these days.

Not an Olympic swimmer anymore.

Not America’s sweetheart athlete.

Not even a scandal worth discussing much now that newer headlines had replaced her.

Just Lynn.

Turns out she had no idea who that was.

Her phone buzzed across the counter.

She ignored it.

It buzzed again.

And again.

With a sigh, she finally picked it up.

MOM calling.

Lynn stared at the screen for several long seconds before declining it gently.

Immediately, a text arrived.

Are you still in New
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