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Chapter 1

Ethan stood by his aging 2007 pickup truck, staring at the faded paint along its doors. He had kept it going for years on a tight budget and his own basic mechanical know-how, but it was getting cramped now that he almost never drove alone. His three housemates—Jess, Claire, and Victoria—often traveled with him around town for work or errands. The truck only seated two comfortably. In a pinch, a third person could squeeze into the small half-finished bench seat behind the front row, but it was hardly ideal for daily use.

Jess stepped out of the house with a warm scarf wrapped around her neck. The coastal North Carolina air felt brisk that morning, an unusual chill sweeping in with the breeze. She patted Macy, Ethan’s Golden Retriever, on the head before calling out to him.

“Ready?” she asked, a bright smile on her face. Jess’s black hair was pinned behind her ears, and she wore a puffy jacket against the cold. Her eyes glinted with excitement. She had insisted on accompanying Ethan to the dealership. More precisely, she had demanded to join him so he wouldn’t talk himself out of buying a reliable vehicle again.

“Yeah, let’s get this over with,” Ethan replied. He shoved his hands into the pockets of his worn jeans. “I still don’t like all the tech that comes with these modern SUVs, but we definitely need more seating.”

He climbed into the driver’s seat of his truck, and Jess slipped in on the passenger side. Macy poked her head through the open passenger door, tail wagging. A twinge of guilt made Ethan consider whether to invite the dog. However, he decided it was better to keep Macy at home rather than have her sitting awkwardly in the small, cramped space behind them. Jess reached over and patted Macy’s head one more time before pulling the door shut.

Ethan drove carefully along the narrow roads of the small coastal town, passing rows of quaint houses that mirrored his own. Although it was still winter, no one in their neighborhood had fully adjusted to the unusual cold. Dirty patches of snow lay piled up at the edges of yards and along the curbs. As he turned onto the main street leading out of town, he glanced at Jess.

“Do we really need to buy a brand-new SUV?” he asked. “We could get something pre-owned… maybe a little less fancy.”

Jess rolled her eyes with a playful grin. “If I let you do that, then five days from now you’d be complaining about not having enough cargo space or the AC not working. We might as well commit. Besides, you’ll thank me when we’re hauling groceries and building supplies. And people.”

Ethan gave her a small nod, conceding the point. He guided the truck onto the highway, feeling it struggle a bit on the slippery road. The old tires squeaked each time he changed lanes. Twenty minutes later, they reached the auto dealership on the outskirts of a medium-sized city. Flagpoles along the lot’s perimeter flew bright banners, all advertising New Year deals, clearance events, and special financing. A row of shiny SUVs caught Jess’s eye, and she nudged Ethan as they parked.

A sales rep, a man in a tidy black jacket, approached them almost immediately. “Welcome, folks. Looking for something in particular today?” he asked, beaming warmly.

Jess fielded the question before Ethan could open his mouth. “We want an SUV with good storage, decent legroom, nice gas mileage, and–” She shot Ethan a mischievous glance. “–some updated technology but nothing too overwhelming. He’s not big on complicated computer systems.”

The salesman nodded, gesturing for them to follow. Together, they walked down a row of crossovers and larger SUVs showcasing various features. Ethan squinted at the sun glaring off the glossy paint jobs. Swallowing his nerves, he reminded himself they were here for a reason.

After a brief evaluation of several models, the salesman showed them a charcoal gray SUV that looked refined without screaming for attention. The seats inside were plush but not over-the-top, and there was more than enough space to stow groceries, toolboxes, or architectural samples. Ethan leaned inside the driver’s seat area, scanning the dashboard for complicated electronics. There was a touchscreen in the center console, but it seemed straightforward—a place to control the air conditioning, navigation, and music.

“That’s a 2023 model,” the salesman explained. “It’s got advanced safety features, and you can turn off a number of them if you don’t want them running all the time. Gas mileage is above average for its class. You’ll get about thirty on the highway, which is pretty good.”

Ethan sat behind the wheel and adjusted the seat. It felt roomy, and the seat’s warmth radiated gently beneath him as Jess hopped into the passenger side. He noticed how her eyes danced around the interior. Jess was already imagining them driving off on one of their spontaneous group outings. She leaned across the console, gave Ethan a meaningful look, and whispered, “This might be the one.”

Ethan gripped the steering wheel and sighed contentedly. “Actually, it feels good—solid, but not cramped. I can see myself driving this every day.” His only hesitation was the price. He glanced at the sticker on the window and inhaled. “It’s still a lot of money.”

Jess touched his arm. “You’ve been saving up for this. We’re not exactly broke, you know.” Her tone carried both reassurance and a hint of challenge.

He shook his head. “I appreciate that, but I’ve got enough in savings for the down payment. It’s just…hard letting go of the old truck, I guess.”

She rolled her eyes in mock exasperation. “That truck has served you well, but it’s time.”

“Yeah,” he admitted softly. “It’s time.”

By the end of the afternoon, all the paperwork was signed. Ethan found himself shaking hands with the salesman, staring at the keys in his own hand with mild disbelief. Jess bounded excitedly past the rows of vehicles, carrying a small folder of the final documents. The sales rep offered to take Ethan’s faded truck as a modest trade-in, which helped lower the cost a bit. Ethan felt a pang of nostalgia parting with the old thing, but every step in his life lately felt like a leap forward. He reflected how different things had become over the last year—once a solitary, overworked architect, now living with three women he adored.

He opened the driver’s door of the brand-new SUV and slid in. The leather seat cradled him like he belonged there, and the smell of new car interior filled his nostrils. Jess hopped into the passenger seat, flashing a beaming smile that made Ethan’s chest feel warm despite the winter air that filtered through the partially open window.

“Let’s test it out,” she said.

Ethan pressed the ignition button. The engine purred subtly, the most modern sound he had ever heard from any vehicle he owned. He exhaled slowly, adjusted his mirrors, and glanced at Jess. “Here we go,” he said quietly, pulling out of the dealership with his brand-new purchase.

They stopped by a coffee shop on the way back, turning heads in the parking lot with the fresh SUV. Jess teased him, saying everyone must be so impressed to see him finally driving something from this decade. He laughed it off, though he felt a certain pride in the new vehicle. It suited him better than he cared to admit.

By the time they headed home, the sun was sinking low, painting the sky with a soft glow. When they arrived at Ethan’s house, he pulled into the driveway with care. Jess quickly hopped out, eager to show Claire and Victoria their new ride. He took a moment, resting both hands on the steering wheel. This was an investment in their future, a sign that life kept rolling forward.

Macy watched them from inside, pressing her nose against the front room window. Her wagging tail flickered behind her. Jess waited by the house’s front steps, giving Ethan a playful wave.

He turned off the engine, pocketed the keys, and stepped onto the driveway. A crisp breeze brushed over his face. He took one last look at the SUV’s sleek lines in the glow of the porch light. It was different from his old truck in every way. And yet, part of him still felt that mixture of excitement and nervousness that arrived with any big transition.

He followed Jess inside. Warmth from the heating system enveloped him, and Macy came bounding over, her tail whipping. He knelt and ruffled her fur. “Hey, girl,” he greeted softly. “This place is going to feel bigger without that old truck hogging space outside, huh?”

Macy seemed to tilt her head in response. Jess set the paperwork on the entry table. She draped her scarf there too, then shut the door behind them.

“I’m proud of you,” she said, lips curved in an affectionate smile. “Now we’ve got the perfect car for all our trips.”

Ethan shrugged and tried to hide how good that made him feel, but he couldn’t help smiling back. He gave Jess a light tap under her chin in playful response. “Thanks for pushing me,” he replied. “I might’ve walked away if I’d gone by myself.”

She reached for his hand, gave it a squeeze, and then let go. “You can thank me by letting me ride shotgun whenever I want,” she teased. “Deal?”

“Deal,” Ethan answered. Then he hung up his jacket, already wondering how Claire and Victoria would react when they saw the SUV fully tomorrow. He felt a pleasant sense of relief, as if a weight had lifted from his shoulders. It wasn’t just about the car. Lately, every choice Ethan made carried them all closer to the life he never realized he’d always wanted. And for now, that was enough to make him feel truly at ease.


Chapter 2

When Ethan and Jess arrived home from the dealership, Claire was in the kitchen. She had set up a makeshift sushi-station across the marble counters. A bamboo mat, nori sheets, pans of sticky rice, and small bowls of chopped vegetables and fish pieces were all laid out in an orderly line. She wore a loose-fitting sweater with the sleeves pushed up to her elbows, which made her blonde hair and bright-blue eyes stand out. Her cheeks flushed pink as she concentrated on rolling a sheet of nori into a near-perfect cylinder.

Macy padded around at Claire’s feet, sniffing the enticing smell of fresh fish. Jess and Ethan stepped in, the warmth of the kitchen helping them shrug off the day’s lingering cold. Outside the windows, little mounds of half-frozen snow glistened in the dim porch light.

“Welcome back, guys,” Claire said, glancing over with a quick grin. “I hope you’re both hungry. I’m on a roll—literally.”

Jess let out a groan at the pun, then offered Claire a light hug. “Looks amazing so far,” she replied, peering down at the tray. “And yes, I’m starving. We had a long day with the bank, the dealership, and waiting around for all the paperwork.”

Claire arched an eyebrow. “So…did you—you know, actually do it? Did you buy the new car?”

Ethan set his keys on the counter, an unmistakable sense of pride in his expression. “Yup. We’ve now got a brand new SUV sitting outside, shining in the driveway.”

Claire’s eyes lit up. She squealed softly. “No way. You really caved? That’s awesome. Congrats!”

Ethan stepped closer to the kitchen island. He reached for the bamboo rolling mat, carefully adjusting the nori. “Need some help?” he asked, referring to the sushi.

Claire gave an eager nod. “Yes, please. The last few I rolled tasted good, but they looked sad. I was just trying to get the feel for how tight to pack the rice.”

He washed his hands at the sink and joined her at the counter. Jess calmly observed from the side, crossing her arms, content to watch them work. Claire handed Ethan a nori sheet while he measured out a portion of rice. He spread it gently, leaving a small strip at the top uncovered to seal the roll. Then he layered avocado, imitation crab, and cucumber in the center.

“This part is crucial,” he said quietly, pressing the ingredients in place. “You can’t overstuff it or the roll will split. But you can’t be too stingy either, or you end up with just a wad of rice.”

Claire laughed. “Right. So it’s all about balance.”

He winked and gently used the bamboo mat to roll up the nori, pressing the edges closed with a bit of water. The sight of a neat, symmetrical roll made Claire clap her hands softly in excitement.

“Looks perfect,” she said. “You’re so good at teaching me. I swear, cooking is easier when you explain it.”

He handed her the roll. She grabbed a sharp knife and sliced it into uniform medallions. The pieces spread out nicely on a plate decorated with small dabs of wasabi and pickled ginger. The fresh smell of seafood and vinegar-laced rice made Jess’s stomach rumble in anticipation.

A few minutes later, the three of them gathered at the kitchen table with several plates of sushi. Jess retrieved soy sauce from the cupboard while Claire set the table with chopsticks and small individual sauce dishes. They sat down, looking over their spread proudly.

Jess was the first to take a bite. She hummed in approval, and Claire beamed at the compliment. Ethan reached for a piece of salmon nigiri and dipped it into the soy sauce, impressed that Claire had shaped the fish by hand.

As they ate, the conversation circled back to Ethan’s new purchase. Jess talked about how the seats could be warmed in the winter, and Ethan mentioned the large trunk space for hauling architectural models or groceries. Claire’s eyes sparkled with excitement.

“You’ll have to take me for a spin,” she said, leaning forward. “I want to see how it drives. I’m used to you in the old truck, bouncing around on those ancient shocks.”

He chuckled. “We can go tonight after dinner, if you want. I’ll take you around the block to test the seats.”

She nodded eagerly. “Yes, please! I’m so ready.”

Just then, the front door opened, letting in a burst of cold air. Victoria walked in, shoulders dusted with a few stray snowflakes. She set a small paper bag of documents by the couch and slipped off her shoes. Her brown hair fell over her eyes, and she brushed it aside, glancing at the others in the kitchen. Her green eyes shone with curiosity.

“I saw the SUV in the driveway,” Victoria said, her voice laced with disbelief. “I nearly didn’t recognize our house for a second. Ethan, you actually went through with it?”

Ethan smirked, pushing back from the table slightly. “I sure did. Surprised?”

“I’m stunned,” she admitted, her lips curving into a warm smile. “I didn’t think you’d buy a new car in this century. That old truck was older than my high-school memories. I’m happy for you.”

Claire lifted a pair of chopsticks, offering Victoria a piece of sushi. “Want some dinner? We made plenty.”

Victoria’s shoulders visibly relaxed as she walked over to grab the piece. “Thanks, Claire. I’m starving, and this looks delicious.” She popped the sushi in her mouth, savoring the flavors. After swallowing, she turned back to Ethan. “So, how does it feel owning something…fresh?”

He leaned his elbow on the table and half-smiled. “Like I’m cheating on an old friend,” he joked, then he nodded earnestly. “But it’s nice. I can’t deny that.”

Victoria moved to grab a plate and joined them. They spent the next few minutes discussing their respective days—Victoria had been finalizing a new contract at the office that afternoon. She and Ethan would be meeting a huge development client tomorrow, but for the rest of the evening, Victoria was content to unwind at home.

A short while later, Claire jumped up from the table, her eyes darting between Ethan and the door. “So, about that drive?” she reminded him.

Ethan laughed. “All right, all right. Let’s go.”

They both bundled up in coats. The winter air greeted them as they slid outside to the SUV. It was fully dark now, with a low mist drifting in from the coast. The SUV’s paint gleamed beneath the dim streetlight. Claire practically skipped around to the passenger door, fumbling excitedly with the handle.

Once inside, Ethan started the engine. The interior cabin lit up in a cool, blue glow from the dashboard. Claire rubbed her hands together, enjoying the seat warmer and the novelty of it all.

When he pulled out of the driveway, Ethan felt the difference between this vehicle and his old truck. The SUV moved smoothly over bumps, the heater blasting warm air. They turned onto a main road that wound through the small town. Sleek lines of streetlamps glowed overhead, reflecting softly on leftover patches of snow.

“I can’t believe how quiet it is,” Claire murmured, turning her head to watch shops pass by. “It’s so comfortable.”

Ethan nodded, focusing on the road. “I’m still getting used to it myself. Feels like flying, kind of.”

They cruised toward the outskirts, passing darkened storefronts and a few late shoppers. After a few miles, Ethan found a less congested street that cut past a row of shuttered vacation homes. Only a handful of lights glowed in distant windows. Farther ahead, the faint silhouette of the coastline appeared—though the water was hard to see in the darkness. Claire stared out her window, taking in the quiet.

“My job at the bank has been a little tough lately,” she said softly. “My boss keeps piling on extra work, then reprimanding me if I’m even a few minutes late. I hate feeling guilty every time I step away from my desk.”

Ethan turned the wheel carefully around a curve. “Sounds like you’re under a lot of stress. Think it’ll get better?”

Claire hesitated. “Not really. She’s been on my case for weeks. I’m thinking of quitting, but I need to have something else lined up first. If I walk out with no backup plan, I’ll be in trouble.”

He reached for her hand where it rested on the center console. “Don’t worry about the money. If you decide to leave, I’ll support you until you find something new.”

She looked at him, surprised. Her eyes shone with relief and gratitude. “That’s really sweet. But I don’t want to be a burden.”

“You’re not a burden,” he said firmly. “We’re all in this together, right?”

She leaned in and kissed him lightly on the lips. The gentle contact made the car’s interior feel even warmer. They smiled at each other, a slightly giddy feeling lingering between them for a quiet moment. Ethan gave her fingers a final squeeze, then returned his hand to the wheel.

They spent the next few minutes circling around the sleepy neighborhood, letting the outskirts calm them. Finally, Ethan turned back toward home. The headlights illuminated the driveway, and he parked the SUV in its rightful place near the front door. When he killed the engine, Claire let out a content sigh.

“You’re amazing,” she whispered, pushing the passenger door open. “Thank you for the ride—and everything else.”

Ethan walked her up the porch steps, his breath forming clouds while the chill nipped at his ears. He took one last glance at the new car, feeling the same sense of renewed joy. Opening the front door, they stepped back into the comforting warmth of the house. Jess and Victoria were in the living room, talking softly. Macy trotted over to Claire, tail wagging as if welcoming her home. Claire bent down to scratch behind the dog’s ears, a bright smile on her face.

Ethan closed the door behind them, relieved to be out of the cold. “Tomorrow’s a big day,” he stated. “Victoria and I have a big client meeting in the morning. Probably going to be a big step for the new business.”

Jess nodded, an animated spark in her brown eyes. “Hope that goes well. I’ve heard you two mention how important this meeting is.”

Claire rose from her crouch, pressing herself lightly against Ethan’s side, still wearing that grateful smile. “It’ll go great. You two are a powerhouse.”

He glanced at Victoria, who gave him a confident nod. “We’re ready,” she said. “Just have to get a good night’s sleep.”

Ethan agreed, feeling a fresh surge of optimism. Together, they all made their way upstairs to wind down. Tomorrow he would officially see what their business could become. For once, he found that he wasn’t worrying about the future; he was looking forward to it.


Chapter 3

Sunlight beamed through the tall windows of Ethan and Victoria’s brand-new office space in town—a modest suite they had rented on the second floor of a small commercial building, fresh gray carpeting underfoot, and white walls decorated with a few framed architectural drawings. The official sign outside the door read “EV Architecture & Planning.”

That morning, Ethan wore a crisp button-down shirt, slacks, and freshly polished shoes. Victoria was dressed in a sleek burgundy blazer with coordinating trousers, her brown hair pulled back neatly. They were expecting new clients who represented a major construction company. The group had recently bought large plots of land around the outskirts of town to develop housing. All Ethan knew was that the scale of the project dwarfed anything they had previously undertaken.

He paced near the reception desk, glancing occasionally at the door. Victoria stood by a small round conference table where she had laid out brochures, 3D renderings, and mock-ups of potential residential designs. She had spent much of the past week finalizing them with Ethan. She tapped one foot lightly, clearly as anxious as he was.

“Relax,” Victoria said in a low tone. “We’re prepared. We’ve got drawings to show them, plus the data on local building codes and cost estimates. We’ll be fine.”

Ethan nodded, exhaling to steady himself. Just then, three individuals stepped inside—two men in suits and a woman carrying a tablet. They introduced themselves as representatives from the construction firm. Each offered a polite handshake, eyes flicking around the new office in interest.

After a brief round of greetings, Victoria guided everyone to the conference table. One of the men, a middle-aged fellow with graying temples, spoke first on behalf of their company. “We’re excited to hear what you folks have in mind,” he said, flipping open a notebook. “We’ve heard good things about you. Word is you can handle custom designs quickly and effectively.”

Ethan nodded respectfully. “We try. We’re a smaller operation, but we’ve got experience in large-scale planning.”

Victoria took over, showing them sample floor plans for modest single-family homes. “We were told you might need multiple styles to place throughout a planned neighborhood. We can offer you a few models, each adaptable to different lot shapes and sizes. Plus, we can incorporate local architectural elements that reflect the coastal vibe here. People want to feel that vacation-home charm, even if they’re year-round residents.”

The construction reps studied the visuals, nodding occasionally. By the time Victoria finished highlighting the major selling points, the woman with the tablet stepped in.

“That all sounds promising,” she said. “But we may need a minimum of three unique models, each with several facade variations. We’re talking about a few hundred homes overall. Some may be mirrored from others to create variety. Are you confident you can manage that scale?”

Ethan’s pulse quickened. “Absolutely,” he replied. “We have the capability to handle massed repetition of designs, as well as the customization you need for each lot. We’ll also coordinate with our civil engineer consultants, if necessary, to adjust for terrain or drainage issues.”

The middle-aged man leaned forward. “We’re still finalizing the exact number of lots. It could be up to five hundred total in the next few phases. If your designs are as good as we’ve heard, this could become a significant partnership over several years.”

Victoria composed herself quickly, though her eyes gleamed with excitement. “We’re thrilled to be considered,” she said. “We can deliver a full package. Designs, cost projections, potential materials to keep construction consistent across multiple builds. We’ll also help streamline the permit process with the town’s planning department.”

They exchanged further details about budgets, timelines, and the additional staff who might be hired to expedite the project. Ethan tried to sound calm, but inside he felt electrified. To land a deal this big sortly after launching EV Architecture & Planning was nearly unheard of in such a small town.

When the meeting concluded, the clients shook hands with both Ethan and Victoria, promising to follow up within days. The door closed behind them, leaving the two business partners alone in the conference room with their neatly stacked papers. Silence hung for a moment before Victoria grinned uncontrollably.

“Huge,” she said simply, turning to Ethan with a triumphant expression. “We might be designing up to five hundred houses. Houses! That could mean millions in revenue over time.”

Ethan tossed the pen in his hand onto the table, releasing some pent-up tension. “I can’t believe it’s happening so fast. But we’ll need more help. We can’t do it all ourselves.”

She nodded, moving to gather the sample layouts. “We’ll hire more staff as soon as those contracts are formalized. Maybe we should consider bringing in interns or part-timers for drafting. We’ll definitely need a dedicated admin, too.”

Ethan’s thoughts leaped to a conversation they’d had recently about Ashley, Tom’s daughter. Ashley worked at the local Italian restaurant but had been expressing interest in trying something new. He also recalled that Victoria had casually mentioned setting him up on a date with Ashley outside of work. She seemed to like the idea of Ashley and Ethan possibly clicking.

He turned to Victoria. “Speaking of new hires, how’s Ashley doing lately? Have you caught up with her?”

Victoria placed the last visual into a folder. “She’s doing all right. She mentioned she’s bored at the restaurant. I dropped a hint that we might have an office position available eventually, but she wasn’t sure if she had the right background. That’s a separate question though. Why do you ask?”

Ethan cleared his throat. “I was just curious. You mentioned setting us up on a date once.”

A slow smile spread across Victoria’s face. “I also recall you saying you weren’t sure how you felt about dating anyone else. But, well, Ashley’s definitely interested. You know, she asked about you a few times. I might’ve said I’d talk to you… see if you wanted to go out with her.”

Ethan chuckled. “That probably means you already told her yes.”

“She only wants a simple date,” Victoria insisted. “One-on-one, to get to know you better. She’s not looking to intrude on anything you have with Claire, Jess, or me. She just…thinks you’re sweet and wants to see how it goes.”

Ethan realized his heart was thudding. While life at home was already quite busy, he felt an odd sense of openness to the idea. Each of the women he lived with had shown acceptance in letting their relationship grow in unexpected ways. He had no illusions that it was typical, but it felt honest to all of them.

“Sure,” he said finally. “I’d go on a date with her. Why not?”

Victoria’s bright smile was immediate. “I’ll let her know. I’m certain she’ll be happy. It might be good for you two to break away from work for a night.”

Just then, Ethan’s phone buzzed. He checked the screen to see a text from Jess. She asked how the meeting went. He typed a quick reply, letting her know it went beyond expectations and that they could celebrate tonight.

Victoria began shutting off the overhead lights in the conference area. “Ready to head back home?” she asked.

Ethan gathered their presentation materials. “Definitely. I think that’s enough excitement for one day.” He paused, giving her a sidelong glance. “Thanks for believing in me, by the way. I never would’ve done this on my own.”

She returned a grateful look. “It’s our dream, Ethan. We both took that leap together. And now it’s paying off.”

They left the office, locking the door behind them, and walked down the short hallway toward the stairs. Outside, the winter sun was already leaning westward, and a sharp wind cut across the parking area. Ethan started the SUV’s engine remotely, letting it warm up. He still felt a wave of pride doing that. As they climbed into the car, Victoria rubbed her hands over the heater vent, wincing at the cold that got in her fingers.

On the drive home, they talked about next steps for the potential project, how they might ramp up production if the construction firm gave them the official green light. Excitement hung in the air between them like static. Even the hum of the tires on the road felt charged.

Before long, they arrived at Ethan’s driveway. The house stood two streets away from the ocean, a vantage point where the breeze constantly reminded them of the sea’s presence. As they stepped out, the sky cast a golden glow over the front yard. The outline of the new house next door made it clear a big transformation was happening there too.

Victoria paused in the driveway, eyes drifting to the half-built structure. “We’ve come a long way,” she mused. “But there’s so much more ahead. And that’s a good thing.”

Ethan followed her gaze. He thought about the day he first saw Jess and Claire move into the now-defunct house next door, how quickly everything between them had sparked and evolved, eventually leading to a new home for all of them. He found it remarkable what time and open hearts could do.

He rested a hand on Victoria’s shoulder. “We’ll keep building,” he said quietly, not just referring to the company or the physical house, but to the life they were shaping together.


Chapter 4

Later that evening, Ethan drove himself and Victoria back from a hardware store run. They had picked up a few finishing materials for the construction next door. At the house, it was dark enough that the porch light cast a cozy glow across the walkway. Immediately upon opening the door, they saw Claire pulling on her coat near the entry, and Jess standing beside her, arms folded over her chest.

“You’re back,” Claire said, giving them a quick smile. “Perfect timing. We were just about to drag you outside.”

“What’s going on?” Victoria asked, exchanging a confused glance with Ethan.

Jess brushed a strand of black hair from her face. “We’re all going to see how the new house is looking. Claire and I walked by just now, and a few of the crew left some new lighting inside. We want a real look at everything.”

Ethan brightened. “Sounds good to me. I was going over there anyway to check it out before bed.” He set the bag of supplies next to the couch. Macy emerged from behind the sofa, tail wagging. She trotted over to greet them with a gentle nudge.

Claire zipped her coat, stepping aside so Victoria could stash her stuff. “C’mon, let’s do this.”

Within minutes, the four of them were trudging across the yard separating Ethan’s house from the large structure next door. Even in the patchy moonlight, the outline of the new home rose from the earth, an impressive reflection of Ethan’s architectural skills. Though the outside wasn’t fully finished, the place had walls, a roof, and newly installed windows. A cluster of construction equipment and leftover materials was neatly piled in the yard.

“Watch your step,” Jess warned, shining her phone’s flashlight around. “There’s a bit of mud from the melted snow.”

They continued to the front door, which was set in place and only partially painted. Ethan unlatched it, stepping into a space that was quickly recognizable as the future foyer. Portable construction lights cast a bright glow over the interior, revealing that the drywall and flooring were essentially done. Even the banisters on the nearby staircase were installed. The air smelled of freshly cut lumber and paint.

“This is more complete than I thought,” Victoria remarked, running her fingers along the banister. “They’ve finished the main floors. The tile in the bathrooms is done.”

Ethan nodded. “I haven’t seen it since last weekend. The crew must have worked double-time.” He gestured for them to follow. “Let’s go see the master bedroom first.”

All four walked through a wide hallway. The fresh hardwood floors felt sturdy beneath their steps. They passed an open-concept living space to the left, leading toward the back. Up ahead was a tall doorway. Ethan pushed it open, revealing a spacious master bedroom with large windows that overlooked the yard and beyond it the faint silhouette of the ocean.

Claire let out a quiet whistle. “Wow. This is going to feel so different once we’re living here.”

Victoria moved past the threshold, taking in the vaulted ceiling. “I was worried it might be smaller, but it’s even bigger than I pictured. And these windows—perfect view for sunrise.”

Jess wandered to the connecting bathroom. “Check out the tub in here,” she called out, her voice echoing slightly. “Big enough for, well, us.”

Ethan set down the roll of construction blueprints he had carried with him from the car. He traced a hand along the wall. “We measured carefully to fit everything. I’m just happy the design came out the way we planned. The last inspection went well, so I think we’re basically set.”

Claire joined Jess in the bathroom. The faucets and sink hardware were installed, though plastic sheets still covered the counters to prevent scratches. Meanwhile, Victoria circled back to the main space, eyes filled with excitement.

Eventually, they gathered in the living area, adjacent to the kitchen, where brand-new cabinets lined the walls. Ethan flicked on one of the overhead lights. Although only a few were operating, it was enough to show the expansive counters and stainless-steel appliances, protected under a layer of plastic wrap. Claire ran her hand over the quartz countertops, grinning.

“I can’t wait to test this kitchen out,” she said, glancing at Ethan. She knew how much cooking meant to him. “You have double the space you had before.”

He gave a short laugh, imagining the dinners they could host. The next moment, Jess peered out toward the backyard, pushing aside a temporary plastic covering in the sliding glass door space.

“What about the pool?” Jess asked, noticing the construction outside. A large crater was dug out, earmarked for both a pool and a jacuzzi.

Ethan stepped behind her, his breath making small clouds in the cold. “The yard’s still a mess,” he admitted. “We needed to shape the split-level design to hold the pool and patio above, with the lawn below. The crew can’t pour concrete or finalize the landscaping until the ground warms up a bit more or the weather stays consistent.”

Jess shrugged. “That’s fine. The main thing is, the house itself looks nearly finished. I mean, can we move in yet?”

A sly grin tugged at Ethan’s lips. He motioned for them to gather closer. “That’s exactly why I brought you all here,” he said. “I got a call from Building Inspection today.” He paused for dramatic effect. “They signed off. The place is cleared for occupancy. The only tasks left are finishing touches.”

A hush of excitement flooded the group. Claire wrapped her arms around Jess in a quick hug, while Victoria covered her mouth in a half-laugh, half-gasp.

“So that means…” Jess asked, eyes shining.

“That means,” Ethan confirmed, “we can move in whenever we’re ready.” He folded his arms, leaning against the door frame. “We’re good to start bringing in furniture and living here while the final details are handled.”

Claire practically bounced on her toes. “This is amazing. Thank you for telling us now.”

“It’s about time,” Victoria said, exhaling in relief. “Four people in that small house was getting a little cramped.”

They made their way upstairs again, retracing steps, but this time envisioning furniture, decorations, and personal touches. Claire lingered around one of the additional bedrooms, already chatting with Jess about their potential to set up an office corner for her. Meanwhile, Ethan pulled Victoria aside near the top of the staircase.

“I’ll call the movers tomorrow for the bigger furniture,” he told her. “We can handle a lot ourselves, but I don’t want us hurting our backs carrying couches up these steps.”

Victoria laughed softly. “Agreed. I’ll pack some boxes tonight. It might take a couple of days to get all our stuff over here.”

Ethan brushed a few strands of her brown hair behind her ear. “Just imagine what it’ll be like once we’re settled. More room, more privacy, and maybe we can rent out the old house. That was the plan.”

She nodded, eyes sparking. “Exactly.”

A few minutes later, Jess called for them all at the front door. The four regrouped by the threshold. The night air seeped in from outside, but nobody seemed eager to leave. Finally, Jess declared she was freezing, so they stepped out, double-checking that the front door locked properly behind them. As they crunched across the gravel-strewn path, Ethan gazed back at the new house’s silhouette. He felt the sweet hum of accomplishment and new beginnings.

“Thank you,” he said quietly, addressing all three women at once. “For trusting me to design everything and for going on this journey.”

Claire bumped shoulders with him playfully. “Stop thanking us. Let’s get inside before we freeze.”

Just as they reached Ethan’s current house, squeals of excitement continued to ripple among them. Inside, Macy barked happily at the commotion. They filled Victoria in on all the details she had missed while at her job earlier in the week—an eager recollection of finishing touches, color choices, and last-minute changes. Ethan felt faintly breathless from all the energy.

Soon they settled in the living room, drifting into a familiar comfortable routine. Despite the swirl of talk about tomorrow’s schedules, furniture moving, and half a dozen small tasks to tackle, everyone seemed relaxed. Ethan recognized that tonight might be one of their last nights in this older house as a group. He couldn’t wait to see them all in the brand-new space.


Chapter 5

The morning sky was pale gray, with the sun gradually burning through the clouds. Ethan and the three women were already hauling boxes across the property line between the old and the new houses. The crisp winter air still clung to the ground, but the forecast promised a mild afternoon. They had chosen this day to tackle their big move, determined to sleep in the new home by nightfall.

Victoria carried a box labeled “Office Supplies,” her breath puffing in the cold as she walked. Jess came beside her, balancing a smaller box marked “Bathroom Towels.” Claire trudged behind, holding a lamp under one arm and a bag of kitchen utensils in the other. Ethan led the way with a heavy container of dishes. In a corner of the yard, Macy sniffed at the scattered footprints.

“Let’s set everything in the foyer for now,” Ethan called back to them. “We can sort which rooms they go into once we have it all inside.” He paused to adjust his grip on the container, noticing the tape had come loose. “Careful with the big boxes. Some are heavier than they look.”

Jess rolled her eyes fondly. “We noticed,” she teased. “You packed half the house into three giant crates.”

Ethan huffed a laugh. He had indeed tried to pack efficiently, stuffing items together to save space, but each box weighed a ton. Now his arms felt the burn. Despite that, a warm sense of pride filled him at the fact that they were finally making the transition.

They formed a loose assembly line at the foyer, passing boxes from the threshold to a spot near the staircase. By midday, the sun managed to peek out, lighting up the interior with a new brightness. The group paused for a break, rummaging through the boxes to find water bottles and leftover pastries from breakfast.

Claire leaned against the wall, sipping water. “I can’t wait to have my bed set up so I can crash,” she half-joked. “I think I’m more tired from this than an hour on the treadmill.”

Jess nudged her shoulder. “We’re getting there. Just a few more runs back and forth for the furniture, and we’ll be done.”

Ethan wiped sweat off his brow. “We’re doing great. This place already feels like home.”

Victoria set her water bottle on a windowsill. “We can definitely sleep here tonight. The bathrooms are stocked, the heat’s on, and the fridge is hooked up. That’s all we need for now.”

He nodded, glimpsing some text notifications on his phone. He scrolled briefly, then cleared his throat. “Speaking of hooking things up… I got a text from the local cable provider. They’re confirming the internet installation for tomorrow morning. That’ll be perfect for our home offices if we want to get right back to work.”

The group broke up for the next push, determined to ferry over the last few items of the day. Ethan stepped outside and noted that the sun had warmed up the yard. The leftover snow along the edges was melting into puddles. As he made his way toward the old house, he heard his phone ring. He set down a cushion he’d been carrying and fished the phone from his jacket pocket. Victoria’s name flashed on the screen.

She was calling from inside the new house. “Hey, can you come back? I need to talk to you about something.”

A jolt of concern sprang through him. “Sure, be right there.” He turned around and retraced his steps. When he arrived, Victoria was waiting near the kitchen island, phone in hand.

“You all right?” he asked, noticing a slightly anxious expression.

She nodded. “Everything’s fine. Just got a text from the club in the city. I guess I forgot I made a reservation there a while back when I thought we’d schedule an outing. They just messaged me to confirm for tonight. The city’s about an hour away. I wasn’t expecting them to have an opening so soon. I guess they had a cancellation.”

Ethan rubbed the back of his neck. “Tonight? That’s sudden.”

Victoria grimaced. “The only time slot they can give me is tonight, or else it might be months before they get another. This place is fancy, brand-new, and apparently it’s hard to snag a spot. I’m sorry, I know we’re in the middle of moving. But if we pass this up, we might not get another chance any time soon. And… I already texted Ashley. I figured you could have your date in a fun setting.”

He paused, his exhaustion from moving warring with curiosity about Ashley. He remembered how Victoria had promised to set them up. “You think tonight’s the best time? We’re about to collapse from all this moving.”

She shook her head, eyebrows knitted. “I know it’s short notice. But Ashley’s free tonight. Her shift at the restaurant got canceled last minute. If we don’t do it now, who knows when we’ll manage? This reservation is for VIP entry, dinner, dancing, the works.” She exhaled. “I can cancel it if you want, but–”

Ethan’s mind spun. The idea of a sleek club in the city, complete with dinner reservations, did have an appeal. Ashley had been on his mind, mostly because of how often Victoria hinted she wanted them to meet properly. And if everything was set in motion…

“I’ll do it,” he said, voice resolute. “I’ll go out with her tonight, even if it’s last minute. We can finish moving. At least the basics. I’m sure Jess and Claire don’t mind.”

Victoria exhaled with relief. “Thanks. I promise I didn’t orchestrate it to be stressful. It just landed in my lap. I know how you’re a big picture guy, and you might like having a break from all the boxes and chaos.”

Behind her, Claire and Jess wandered in, each carrying a box. They cocked their heads upon seeing Ethan and Victoria in serious discussion.

“What’s going on?” Claire asked, gently placing the box on the counter. “You guys look like you’re scheming.”

Victoria repeated the news about the last-minute reservation and Ashley. Jess smirked, crossing her arms. “That actually sounds fun for Ethan. He deserves a night out after all this. Claire and I can handle the last few boxes if he needs to leave early.”

Claire nodded enthusiastically, hooking an arm around Ethan’s waist. “Go. We can manage. You’ve been doing almost all the heavy lifting.”

He inhaled, touched by their encouragement. “All right, I guess I’ll do a quick shower and head out.” He turned to Victoria. “Let me confirm with Ashley. Text her to let her know I’m on board. I’ll pick her up in the new SUV—it’ll be its first official date drive.”

Victoria gave a triumphant nod. “Absolutely.”

The rest of the afternoon passed in a rush. Ethan and the girls managed to move the bigger pieces of furniture. They set up a living room arrangement so the new place felt livable, mattresses were set on bed frames, and the kitchen had essential utensils. Around four in the afternoon, Ethan hustled up to the new master bathroom, rummaging for a towel. Claire tossed him one from a nearby box, and he mouthed a thank you. He took a quick, hot shower, letting the steaming water wash away the aches of moving.

Once clean, he changed into a comfortable yet stylish outfit—dark jeans, a fitted gray shirt, and a black jacket. It wasn’t a full suit, but he figured it was dressy enough for a modern club in the city. When he descended the stairs, Jess and Claire were in the living area, sorting through some final boxes. They paused to give him once-over glances.

“Handsome,” Claire teased, offering him a playful kiss on the cheek. “Ashley’s lucky to have your first night out in the new car.”

Ethan chuckled. “We’ll see how it goes. Don’t stay up too late with the unpacking. Try to get some rest.”

Victoria emerged from the hall, wearing a paint-speckled sweater from the day’s labor but smiling brightly. “Break a leg. I messaged Ashley. She’s excited. The restaurant closed for repairs, so she’s got the whole evening free. She’ll meet you at her apartment, then you can drive into the city.”

He grasped the SUV keys, a hint of nerves mixing with anticipation. “Love you all,” he said softly, shading that statement with a sincerity only they truly understood. Then he stepped into the early twilight, noticing the hints of color in the sky. Macy barked from inside, but Jess hushed her gently.

As he got in the SUV, Ethan powered on the engine, checking the time. He had a little less than an hour to pick Ashley up and reach the club. The roads were clearer now, no longer slick with ice. Driving past the old house, he found it impossible not to reflect on how everything had changed. Only a short while ago, he was living alone. Now, he had three wonderful women in his life, four if things somehow worked with Ashley. He couldn’t predict the future, but he knew he was glad he hadn’t let fear hold him back.

He turned onto the main street, the hum of the car a comforting presence. As the new house shrank in the rearview mirror, he felt a slight pang of nostalgia for the old days, but also an overwhelming sense of excitement for what lay ahead. Jess, Claire, and Victoria were finishing the move without him so he could take this step. He wanted to come home tonight and see them in that new living space, lounge around in the bigger rooms, and laugh about how tired they all were.

Tomorrow, everything would continue—his date story, the next stage of the house, the huge architecture contracts. But for now, with night falling and the city lights glowing on the horizon, this moment felt like a fresh start. He had no idea what to expect at the club or with Ashley, but he was ready for it.


Chapter 6

Ethan eased his new SUV in along the curb in front of Ashley’s apartment building and nudged the gear selector into park. His fingers stayed on the wheel for a second after the engine settled, like he was confirming the stop. The dashboard clock read five minutes early. He leaned forward slightly to check it again, then sat back.

The inside of the SUV still felt unfamiliar in a way that kept pulling his attention. He ran his palm along the leather of the steering wheel, then shifted his grip and traced his thumb over one of the buttons without pressing it. His eyes moved over the console, the cupholders, the screen. He wasn’t doing anything with it, just taking it in, letting the newness land. He exhaled through his nose, then lifted his hand to straighten the collar of his shirt and tug his jacket into place against his shoulders.

He glanced into the rearview mirror and adjusted it a fraction, then checked his own face in it. His hair looked the same as when he’d left. He reached down to unclick his seatbelt, the strap sliding back into its slot, then pushed the door open and stepped out. He shut the door with a firm pull and turned to face the building.

Ashley came out a moment later through the front entrance. She pulled the door shut behind her with one hand, her other hand holding her jacket closed at her waist for a second before she let it fall open again. The red dress underneath was tight and fitted, the fabric catching the light in the simplest way without needing anything else. Her short jacket sat high on her hips. Her wavy brown hair framed her face, and she pushed a few strands back with her fingertips as she stepped forward.

She paused on the steps instead of coming straight down. Her eyes moved over the SUV from front to back, lingering on the shape of it, then she nodded once, an approving little motion. When she looked back at him, she smiled, warm and direct.

“This is even better than Victoria described,” Ashley said. Her tone carried excitement with a playful edge, like she was half impressed and half amused by it. “You’re really moving up in the world.”

Ethan walked around to the passenger side and pulled the door handle. The latch released, and he swung the door open wide enough for her to step in without turning sideways. “Thanks,” he said, shifting back a step so she had clear space.

Ashley came down the last few steps, her heels placing carefully on each one, then crossed to the open door. She turned, lowered herself into the seat, and scooted back. One hand braced on the seat near her thigh while the other pulled the hem of her dress down smoothly so it didn’t ride up. She leaned forward to set her jacket flat against the seatback, then sat upright and reached for the seatbelt, drawing it across her chest and clicking it in.

Ethan closed her door with a steady push, then walked around the front of the SUV. He opened his own door, slid into the driver’s seat, and pulled it shut. He adjusted his position, shifting his hips back, then reached up to tug the strap of his seatbelt across and lock it. He checked the mirrors with quick glances, then set his hands on the wheel.

“Did you have any trouble finding this place?” Ashley asked, turning her head toward him while keeping her posture relaxed in the seat.

“Not at all,” Ethan said. He flicked his eyes to the dashboard display and then back ahead. “The GPS leads me anywhere now, as long as I figure out how to use it.”

Ashley’s laugh came out low and teasing. She lifted her eyebrows at him and tipped her head slightly. “It’s about time you upgraded from that old truck.”

Ethan smiled. He put his foot on the brake, shifted into drive, and checked over his shoulder before easing away from the curb. The steering felt different from what he was used to, lighter under his hands. He kept the speed controlled while they rolled down the street and approached the intersection.

“Yeah,” he said, letting the smile stay. “That truck did its job, but it was getting a little cramped with everything going on in my life.”

Ashley’s gaze stayed on him for a beat as if she was deciding how far to push it, then she let her tone stay easy. “You mean with Jess, Claire, Victoria...and who knows who else these days?”

Ethan’s smile shifted into something tighter. His throat moved as he swallowed. He cleared his throat and looked toward a road sign as it came into view, using it as an excuse to keep his eyes forward. “Let’s just say I’m not lacking in company.”

Ashley didn’t press. She just gave a small, knowing look and settled back, one hand resting on her lap while the other hooked a finger under the edge of her jacket cuff and adjusted it. Ethan kept driving, moving through the last of the neighborhood streets and toward the route into the city.

The drive took about an hour. Ethan followed the highway as it wound along the coast. His hands stayed steady at the wheel, occasionally shifting his grip when the road curved. When the lane markers required it, he flicked the turn signal, checked the side mirror, then guided the SUV into position with small corrections rather than any sharp movement. The dashboard lights cast a soft glow over the controls, and he glanced down only long enough to confirm his speed and the navigation prompts.

Ashley sat comfortably beside him, occasionally turning her head to look out her window, then back toward him when she spoke. She made small adjustments as they drove, crossing one leg over the other, then uncrossing when it became less comfortable, then smoothing the fabric of her dress over her thighs with a light pass of her fingertips. When she shifted, her jacket slid slightly against the seat, and she pulled it back into place.

Every so often the road opened up enough that Ethan caught faint lights in the distance, scattered and low, offering momentary points of brightness beyond the dark. He didn’t comment on it. He kept his attention on the navigation and the flow of traffic, light as it was.

Ashley glanced at the center screen once and then at him. “Victoria said this place was new,” she said, as if reminding both of them of why they were out tonight.

“That’s what she told me,” Ethan said. He adjusted his grip again and changed lanes when the navigation prompted it, taking the exit that led toward the club district.

As they got closer, the streets became more active. Ethan slowed at lights, stopped cleanly at a couple of intersections, then rolled forward when the signals changed. Ashley directed him with short, clear instructions, pointing once with two fingers toward a turn and then relaxing her hand back to her lap.

“There,” she said when they were a block away, her chin lifting toward the direction of the entrance.

Ethan followed her cue and pulled up in front of a trendy club with modern lighting that made the entrance look crisp and intentional. Glass doors caught and reflected what light there was. A parking attendant stepped forward and raised a hand in a signal for Ethan to stop, then gestured toward a small valet area.

Ethan eased the SUV into the spot indicated, straightened the wheel, and shifted into park. He turned off the engine and unbuckled his seatbelt. Ashley did the same, her fingers pressing the release and letting the belt retract, then she gathered her jacket in her hands as if deciding whether to put it on fully before stepping out.

Ethan got out first. He closed his door and walked around the front, meeting the attendant near the driver’s side. He reached into his pocket, pulled out the keys, and placed them in the attendant’s hand. The attendant gave a brief nod, and Ethan stepped back to give him room.

Ashley opened the passenger door and stepped out, planting her feet carefully and standing upright. She tugged the hem of her dress down once more and slid her jacket onto her shoulders properly, pushing her arms into the sleeves and settling it so it sat evenly. Ethan moved to her side without taking her arm, just matching her pace as they headed toward the entrance.

They climbed a short flight of steps. Ashley took them one at a time, steady on her heels, her hand hovering near the railing without grabbing it. Ethan followed half a step behind, then drew even with her at the top as they reached the doors.

Inside, the atmosphere was sophisticated and subdued. The black-and-white tile floor was clean and glossy under the lighting. Metallic light fixtures caught highlights and reflected them in small, controlled flashes. The bar area sat off to one side, softly lit and occupied by a sprinkling of patrons who looked settled into their drinks rather than rowdy. Music played from speakers hidden in the walls, upbeat and lounge-like, present without drowning everything else out.

Ethan took a second to orient himself. His eyes moved across the room, noting where the bar was, where people clustered, and where there was space to stand without being in the way. Ashley didn’t hesitate. She walked with purpose, angling toward the bar.

“This is it,” she said quietly, more to confirm than to announce.

She led him to a tall round table near the bar. Ethan stepped up beside it, leaving enough room for someone to pass behind him. Ashley set her hand lightly on the table edge, then let it fall away as she leaned in to look at the cocktail menu. Ethan leaned in too, scanning the options without rushing, his eyes moving line by line.

A server approached with a welcoming smile, stopping at a polite distance and angling their body so they weren’t blocking the aisle. “Hi there,” the server said, voice friendly and professional. “Would you like to start with a signature cocktail or see our house specials?”

Ethan didn’t answer right away. He looked to Ashley, giving her the choice without making it a big deal.

Ashley’s eyes stayed on the menu for another second as she decided. She tapped one item lightly with her fingertip as if confirming it to herself. “I’ll do the sweet mixed drink,” she said, then clarified with a brief glance up, “the one with hints of pineapple and rum.”

Ethan shifted his attention back to the server. “Old-fashioned for me,” he said. His preference was simple, and his tone matched it.

The server nodded, repeating the choices with a quick, efficient cadence, then turned away to put the order in.

Ashley set the menu back down on the table surface instead of holding it. She adjusted her stance, shifting her weight to one hip, and looked at Ethan. “So,” she said, moving into casual conversation easily, “work has been the same. The restaurant’s been busy.”

Ethan rested one hand on the table edge, not leaning hard, just anchoring himself there. “Still the Italian place?” he asked.

Ashley nodded. She lifted a shoulder slightly, then let it drop as she spoke. “Yeah. It’s fine, but I’ve been thinking about making a switch soon.” She tucked a piece of hair behind her ear, then let her hand fall. “Something different. Not sure what yet.”

Ethan listened, his eyes on her face while she talked, then flicking briefly toward the bar as if tracking where the server had gone. He looked back to her. “What’s pushing you toward the switch?” he asked, keeping his voice neutral, interested without pushing.

Ashley gave a small, practical expression. “I don’t know,” she said. “Same routine. Same people. I’m not miserable, but I keep thinking there’s something better.” She paused, then added, “Or at least something that doesn’t feel like I’m doing the same shift on repeat.”

Ethan nodded once, slow. He didn’t interrupt. He just stayed there with her at the table as they waited for their drinks, the conversation moving forward in the same easy, familiar tone.

“Victoria mentioned something about you coming on board at our office,” he said, leaning in just enough that his words would carry to her without turning it into a performance. He angled his head toward Ashley, eyes on her face, then briefly tracked the newly arrived group that had started talking over each other nearby. “We’re looking to expand, so it would be great having someone local.”

Ashley shifted her weight and lifted one shoulder in a small shrug that read like she was trying not to sound too eager. She kept her drink on the table, fingers loosely around the glass, and looked at him straight. “Honestly, I’m tired of waiting tables. I love socializing, but restaurant hours make it tough to maintain a normal schedule. So yeah, if an opportunity opens up, I’d love to see where I fit.”

He nodded, not rushing to fill the space after she spoke. His gaze dipped once, like he was thinking through what he could promise without overcommitting, then returned to her. “We’re still figuring it all out, but Victoria and I will let you know as soon as something is concrete.”

Ashley gave a short, acknowledging nod. Her mouth pressed into a quick smile that lifted one corner more than the other, then settled back into neutral as she watched him.

Before long, the server returned with their drinks and set them down carefully. Ashley drew hers closer by the base, then brought it up and took a small sip. Her eyelids lowered as she held the liquid in her mouth for a beat before swallowing, like she was checking the balance of whatever she’d ordered. She opened her eyes and set the glass back down with control, fingers releasing it slowly.

Ethan raised his own cocktail and took a measured sip. The bourbon hit the back of his throat with that familiar edge he’d come to like, and he let it sit there for a moment before he swallowed. He lowered the glass, thumb shifting on the side as he adjusted his grip, and placed it down near his right hand.

They stayed at that spot long enough to finish most of their drinks, pausing between phrases when the surrounding conversation swelled. At a lull, Ethan scanned for an opening, then gestured with two fingers. Ashley followed his glance, read the intention immediately, and slipped off her seat.

They eventually moved to a quieter corner table for a late dinner. Ethan kept close without crowding her, letting her go first through small gaps as they threaded around people and chairs. When they reached the table, he pulled out the chair for her and waited until she sat before taking his own seat opposite, adjusting the angle so he could see her clearly.

A menu was already there. Ashley picked it up, eyes moving down the options. The club offered a limited but upscale list. She tapped a fingernail once against the page, paused on the scallops, then lifted her gaze. “Scallops,” she said, mostly to confirm she’d decided.

Ethan looked at the menu in his hands. He didn’t spend long. His finger ran down to a smaller steak and potatoes dish, and he gave a small nod to himself like that would do. When the server came by, Ashley ordered first, clear and simple. Ethan followed, asked for the steak and potatoes, then added a quick clarification about how it was prepared without turning it into a fuss.

While they waited, they talked without trying too hard. Ashley rested her forearms on the table, hands loosely laced and then unlaced as she spoke. Ethan leaned in slightly when she talked, then sat back when it was his turn, keeping his tone even. Their conversation moved through the local housing market, the kind of stuff that came up naturally when you lived here and watched prices jump around. Ashley asked a couple pointed questions that showed she paid attention. Ethan answered them plainly, not making it sound like a pitch.

When she mentioned the tourist season downtown, she rolled her eyes and tilted her head, like she could picture the chaos. “It’s always unpredictable,” she said. Her fingers traced the rim of her water glass once, then she stopped herself, letting her hand settle flat against the table.

Ethan nodded. “Always.” He shifted his drink a few inches and then left it alone. He explained how their firm had been tracking a massive new construction deal, and as he talked he used small hand movements, palms up and then closing, as if he were trying to keep the scope of it contained.

The food arrived, plates set down with care. Ashley’s scallops were arranged neatly, and she looked at them for a moment like she was making sure it matched what she expected. Ethan’s steak and potatoes sat in their own tight composition. He thanked the server, waited until she stepped away, then reached for his fork.

Ashley picked up her fork and knife, cut into one scallop and brought the bite to her mouth. She chewed, eyes lowering for a second, then looked up at Ethan and gave him a small, pleased nod like it was worth ordering. Ethan cut a bite of steak and ate, chewing slowly. Between bites, they kept talking, but now there was the rhythm of eating, pausing, and wiping hands.

“Hundreds of homes,” he said, and even saying it again seemed to make it more real. He shook his head slightly, like he was trying to wrap his mind around the scale. “It’s almost too big for our small outfit to handle without hiring more staff. But if we nail it, we’ll have more than enough resources to take on anything else in the future.”

Ashley’s face lit up in a way that didn’t feel forced. She set her knife down and leaned in a fraction, elbows still off the table. “That’s fantastic. And if I can help by being your new office admin, or even just running errands, I’d love to contribute.”

Ethan watched her for a second, taking in how direct she was being. He nodded once, slow. “It might start exactly like that,” he said, keeping his voice grounded. He didn’t promise her a title. He didn’t take it away either. He lifted his fork, took another bite, and let the topic settle into something practical rather than emotional.

They finished dinner without dragging it out. Ashley used a piece of bread to pick up the last of what was on her plate, then set it down and reached for her drink again. Ethan took the last few bites of his steak, then pushed his plate forward slightly to signal he was done. They sipped what was left in their glasses, the pauses comfortable rather than awkward, and then Ethan looked toward the open space where the dance floor was visible.

Ashley followed his line of sight. She hesitated a beat, then nodded, like she’d decided she wanted to. They stood, Ethan placing cash and a card down in a tidy stack before the server could circle back. Ashley grabbed her bag, checked it with a quick hand inside to make sure her essentials were there, then fell into step beside him.

They ventured toward the dance floor. The music had slowed, and soft overhead lights cast a warm glow across the small space. A handful of couples were already swaying in tune, leaving plenty of open floor. Ethan and Ashley approached carefully, not barging in, picking a spot with enough room that they wouldn’t have to constantly avoid other bodies.

Ethan turned to face her, paused just long enough to read her expression, and then placed a hand lightly on her waist. His fingers spread against the fabric, contact clear but not gripping. Ashley stepped closer and rested one hand near his shoulder, fingertips hovering for a moment before they settled. Her other arm hung at her side at first, then she brought it up to touch his upper arm briefly, adjusting her balance.

They moved slowly in step, rocking to the beat. Ethan shifted his weight from foot to foot, keeping it simple, letting her match him without pressure. Ashley followed, her hips and shoulders aligning to the movement, her hand on him steady. She tilted her cheeks upward, meeting Ethan’s eyes. Her gaze was friendly yet intrigued, not coy, more like she was checking in with herself while she looked at him. Ethan kept his face open. He let a small smile show, then softened it, breathing evenly as they moved.

They danced through two songs without speaking much. When Ashley’s hand slid slightly on his shoulder, she corrected it and settled again, her thumb making a small movement as if she was testing what felt natural. Ethan’s hand stayed at her waist, occasionally shifting an inch to adjust their distance when someone nearby turned too wide. Their communication stayed in subtle touches and brief expressions. When Ashley smiled, it wasn’t broad; it was quick and real, and it stayed in her eyes. Ethan responded the same way.

When the DJ switched to a more upbeat track, the tempo changed enough that it broke the calm they’d settled into. Ethan glanced toward the edge of the floor, then back at her. Ashley gave a small nod without needing him to ask. They stepped apart, contact breaking cleanly, and walked off together.

They bid farewell to the server on the way out, both of them giving a quick thank you. Outside, the midnight air struck them with a sudden chill. Ashley drew her arms in slightly, shoulders lifting as if she could keep warmth in. Ethan angled his body toward her without making a show of it and guided her to the passenger side door, his hand resting lightly on her lower back just long enough to steer her around a couple of people near the entrance.

He opened the door and waited. Ashley turned, sat, and swung her legs in, adjusting her skirt and shifting her bag onto her lap. She gave him a small, satisfied smile as he eased the door toward closed, careful not to slam it.

Ethan walked around the front of the SUV, got in, and started the engine. They pulled out with little delay. The drive home involved little traffic. Streetlights flickered over the windshield in passing intervals. Ashley turned her head toward him, elbows tucked close, and asked him about Macy. Her voice lifted slightly on the name.

Ethan answered without hesitation. He talked about Macy like she was a part of the household routine, not just a pet. He explained how she followed people from room to room, how she seemed to decide who needed her nearby. As he mentioned that Macy sometimes ended up curled at the foot of the bed, especially when all three women were around, he glanced toward Ashley to see how she’d take it. He kept his eyes on the road most of the time, only checking her expression in quick looks.

Ashley laughed warmly at the image, shoulders bouncing once, then she shook her head as if she could picture the dog wedged into the arrangement. “Of course she does,” she said, still smiling as she looked forward again. Her hands smoothed her bag strap once, then she let her fingers rest there, attention turning to the quiet stretch ahead.

Outside Ashley’s apartment, Ethan slowed, pulled in, and parked. He turned off the engine, and the interior light came on briefly. Ashley reached for the door handle, then paused when he was already getting out. Ethan stepped around and met her at the passenger side, opening the door again. Ashley slid out, planting her feet and standing upright. She adjusted her jacket, then took a half step closer while Ethan closed the door behind her.

He walked her to her door without making it into a procession. Ashley kept pace, key ring already in her hand, fingers separating the right key. When they reached the entrance, she turned to face him fully. Her eyes reflected the porchlight, and she held his gaze without fidgeting.

“I had a really lovely time,” she said, stepping closer. The distance between them shortened enough that he could see the details of her expression clearly.

“Likewise,” he said softly, voice low to match the moment.

Leaning up, Ashley gave him a gentle, lingering kiss on the lips. Her hand touched his forearm lightly for balance, fingers pressing just enough to steady herself. Ethan stayed still and met her, returning the kiss. They lingered there, neither rushing to break away, their mouths moving slowly before settling into stillness for a beat.

When she finally pulled back, she didn’t retreat far. Her voice was hushed. “See you soon.”

He nodded, keeping his voice equally quiet. “Absolutely.”

Ashley turned to the door, slid the key into the lock, and twisted it. The latch released. She opened the door and slipped inside, pulling it in behind her until it closed. Ethan stayed where he was for a moment, hands sliding into his pockets as he looked at the door like he was letting the night end properly instead of cutting it short. Then he turned away and headed back to his SUV.

On the drive back through the dark streets, he kept his speed steady and his attention forward, letting the quiet of the late hour guide him home. He didn’t reach for the radio. His thoughts moved in a straightforward line, replaying Ashley’s smile, the ease of the dinner talk, and the way the kiss had lasted a little longer than a polite goodnight.

Soon, he reached the new house next door to his old one. The front porch lights glowed warmly. He parked, got out, and went inside, closing the door behind him with care. He moved through the house without turning on extra lights, navigating from memory. The place still felt new in the way the air held less clutter, the rooms not yet filled in.

Inside, Jess, Claire, and Victoria were already settled in the large master bedroom. They lay arranged in bed under thick blankets, dressed only in their underwear. The new house was still somewhat bare, many of the walls only partially decorated, but the bedroom had enough furnishings to make it cozy. Ethan paused in the doorway long enough to take in the shape of them in the bed, their bodies close, blankets pulled up around hips and thighs.

He undressed quietly. He toed off his shoes near the edge of the room, then peeled off his jacket and set it over the back of a chair. His hands went to his shirt next, lifting it up and over his head in one motion, then he folded it once and placed it neatly on top of his pants when he took those off. He kept his movements quiet, checking their faces between steps to make sure he wasn’t waking them.

Victoria mumbled something, half asleep, her head shifting slightly on the pillow. Her eyes didn’t fully open. “How’d it go?” The words were thick with sleep.

Ethan leaned toward her enough that he wouldn’t have to raise his voice. “We had a wonderful time,” he whispered back.

Victoria’s mouth curved in a small, satisfied expression. She nodded once, slow, and drifted off again, her breathing evening out almost immediately.

Ethan pulled the blankets back just enough to slide in without creating a rush of cold air. He eased himself onto the mattress, shifting his weight carefully so the bed wouldn’t bounce. He drew the covers up to his waist, then adjusted them over his legs. Jess and Claire stayed asleep, their bodies warm where they touched his side. Ethan settled into the space between them, finding a comfortable position without forcing anyone to move. He let his shoulders sink, arms relaxing, and his breathing slowed as the warmth around him took over.

Sleep came quickly, a pleasant swirl of new flirtations and old comforts accompanying him into slumber.


Chapter 7

The morning came softly, filtered by the bedroom’s new curtains. Ethan roused early to the faint jangle of his phone alarm. He carefully extricated himself from the tangle of limbs, Claire was draped across his chest, Jess had one arm over his waist, and Victoria had found the far edge of the bed. Despite the chill of winter outside, the collective warmth under the blankets kept them blissfully cozy.

Downstairs, he found Macy awake and waiting by the door leading to the backyard. The golden retriever stood with a slow, friendly wag of her tail. He let her outside and followed her onto the back patio. The yard itself was still muddy in places, with the future pool site showing only a gaping hole surrounded by caution tape. The morning air smelled faintly of salt and damp earth. He briefly stretched and decided to start the day with some coffee before planning out his workload.

Inside the new house’s kitchen, he paused to appreciate the uncluttered counters and the modern stainless-steel appliances. The coffee maker was already set up from the night before. A quick press of a button had it humming and dripping hot coffee. While it brewed, he grabbed his phone and tapped out a “good morning” text to Ashley. She responded promptly, saying she was still in bed but thinking about the fun evening they’d shared.

He finished pouring his coffee just as Claire entered, yawning and wearing one of his old T-shirts. Her blonde hair looked slightly wild, framing her blue eyes.

“Morning,” she said sleepily. “Want some company?”

“Sure,” he replied, dividing the coffee into two mugs. He handed her one. “How’d you sleep?”

“Like a rock,” she said, sipping carefully. “You got in pretty late.” Then she smiled into her mug. “I’m guessing the date was good?”

“It was,” he confirmed. “Ashley was a lot of fun. We had dinner, danced, just a nice night overall.”

Claire nudged him gently with her elbow. “So, is that going anywhere, or was it a one-time thing?”

He shrugged, though he felt a flicker of excitement. “We’ll see. We both like each other, but it’s kind of early to say.”

She nodded sympathetically. “As long as you’re happy, and she’s happy… We’ll welcome her in if that’s what happens.” Flickering a glance at the clock on the stove, she gently sucked her teeth. “I’m going to be late if I don’t get ready. Last few days at the bank, I guess.”

Ethan paused. “Have you officially decided to quit?”

Claire pursed her lips. “Not yet, but I’m so close. I’ll see what mood my boss is in today. Another bad day, and I’m putting in my notice.”

He lightly squeezed her hand. “Whatever you decide, I’m behind you.”

After she went upstairs, Ethan drank the rest of his coffee and headed to his new home office. The second-story office wasn’t as large as the one at his old house, but the wide windows still provided a nice view of the backyard and a sliver of the ocean beyond. A vantage point on the adjacent side gave him a glimpse toward the quiet neighborhood street.

He booted up his computer, grateful for the new software Jess had helped him install. In the past, he had relied heavily on his drafting table, mechanical pencils, and T-squares. Now, he could whip up plans more efficiently in CAD. The large-scale development was a massive project, requiring multiple variations of floor plans and structural details.

He spent the bulk of the morning reviewing the final design specs for Phase 1 of the construction: a series of starter homes with open-concept living rooms and expanded porches to take advantage of the coastal breezes. He made sure all calculations were correct, then compiled everything into a single digital binder the client could review by the end of the week.

Around midday, Jess poked her head in. She wore a light sweater and blue jeans, her black hair secured in a low ponytail. “Hey,” she said. “Victoria and I are heading out to the old house to grab another load of boxes. You want anything from there?”

He tapped his pen against the desk, thinking. “Maybe the spare computer monitor. Could use the extra screen.”

She gave a thumbs-up. “Sure thing. We’ll be back in an hour or so.”

He returned to his design work for another stretch of time. Occasionally, his phone buzzed with messages. Most were about business, either from Victoria or from the project’s contractors. But one was from Ashley, letting him know she was seriously thinking of leaving the restaurant and hoping she could train as an office assistant soon. Another sign that life was moving in new directions and at a barely controlled pace.

He wrapped up for the day in the late afternoon. Claire and Jess were not back yet. Victoria’s car was still gone, so he assumed she and Jess had picked Claire up from the bank. Ethan found Macy napping in the front room—she was alert enough to follow him if he went outside, but once he grabbed his keys and coat, she decided staying home suited her better.

He stepped out into the brisk air. A quick drive through the small town brought him to the local building-supply store. Tom, the owner and Ashley’s father, greeted him warmly as he walked in.

“Ethan!” Tom called, adjusting his salt-and-pepper mustache. “Haven’t seen you around here in a while. You need materials for the new place?”

“Just some finishing touches,” Ethan said. “Got any deals on hardware for cabinet doors and drawers? I want something modern but sturdy.”

Tom led him to an aisle where an array of brushed metal and wood-accented handles spanned the shelves. While Ethan compared styles, Tom cleared his throat.

“So I hear Ashley went out with you last night.”

Ethan glanced over. “She did. We went to that new club in the city.”

Tom’s expression softened. “I’m glad you treated her well. She came home smiling. I’m sure you know how protective I can be.”

Ethan nodded. “I understand.” He pulled a pack of sleek silver handles off the rack. “I’d never treat her poorly. I respect Ashley a lot.”

“Then we’re good,” Tom said, offering his hand for a firm handshake.

They chatted a bit more about the big development project, low winter traffic, and how local businesses were surviving. Ethan paid for the hardware and left, feeling a pleasant sincerity in everything Tom had said. He sensed Ashley’s father was willing to give him a fair chance, which reassured him that exploring a deeper relationship with Ashley wouldn’t cause trouble.

When he returned home, he found Claire and Jess in the living room, rummaging through half-unpacked boxes. Victoria was in the kitchen, looking over a stack of papers.

“City permits,” she explained when Ethan joined her. “They need a final site plan for our new backyard—the pool area. Also, the inspectors want to check the retaining walls once the ground thaws in spring.”

He set down the bag from Tom’s hardware store. “No big deal. We’ll get it done.”

Victoria lifted her gaze. “You finished the Phase 1 designs today, right?”

He nodded. “Still going over a few details, but I’ll send them to the client tomorrow. Once they approve, we can finalize the contract.” He paused, tucking his thumbs into his belt loops. “Ashley texted me. She’s definitely interested in that admin position.”

Victoria appeared pleased. “Good. Then let’s have her come in next week, once we straighten out some office details. If it’s a fit, we can put her on payroll.”

He leaned in and gave her a light kiss on the forehead, appreciating her organization and thoroughness. “Sounds like a plan.”

For dinner, they threw together a quick stir-fry using leftover vegetables and rice. Ethan took the lead, slicing onions and bell peppers while Jess stir-fried chicken in a hot pan. The four of them chatted around the kitchen island, each contributing small tasks, each fueling playful, overlapping conversations.

After the meal, Ethan and Jess retired upstairs to rearrange boxes in the second-floor hallway. Claire and Victoria stayed behind to tidy the kitchen. The nighttime hush settled upon the house. The possibility of seeing Ashley again soon lingered in Ethan’s mind, balanced by the comfortable presence of Jess, Claire, and Victoria around him.

He stayed up nearly an hour longer, sorting clothes into a new dresser. The new bedroom’s layout was more spacious than his old one, though the personal touches—photos, small keepsakes—remained in disarray around the floor and half-opened boxes. Finally, with a yawn, he turned in. Tomorrow promised to be another busy day, but for now, he let the arms of rest draw him in.


Chapter 8

Sunlight glinted through the edges of the new bedroom curtains, and Ethan blinked awake, surprised to see that he had overslept a little. He heard light chatter downstairs—voices that appeared to be Claire and Jess. He stretched, carefully swinging his legs over the side of the bed, then noticed Victoria was already up and gone.

Downstairs, he discovered a modest breakfast spread: toast, scrambled eggs, and coffee. Jess was making plates while Claire sorted mail at the kitchen counter. Macy scurried around, hoping for scraps.

“Morning, sleeping beauty,” Jess teased, handing him a plate. “We let you rest. You were up late again?”

“Just had a lot on my mind,” Ethan answered as he took the plate.

He settled next to Claire, who was sorting envelopes. She had one large, official-looking envelope open on the counter. “More paperwork from the insurance?” he asked.

“Yeah, but it’s just a final statement about the old incident,” she explained, referring to the fire that had destroyed her and Jess’s house. “I think this is all mostly closed out now.”

He nodded in approval. After so much time, that particular saga finally felt resolved: the old place next door had been torn down, and now his new home stood in its place.

They finished breakfast, then parted ways to handle the day’s tasks. Ethan, focusing on being productive, spent the morning assembling more furniture in the guest bedrooms. He hovered over an instruction booklet, occasionally getting frustrated when a screw went missing or a piece didn’t align the way it should.

Claire came in mid-assembly to check on him. “Need help?” she offered.

He wiped some sweat off his forehead. “Sure, if you don’t mind holding this frame while I fasten these brackets.”

The two of them spent almost half an hour kneeling together, fitting wooden slats and aligning bed frames. They were close enough that he felt the warmth of her body radiate through her T-shirt. She gently teased him about his occasional fumbling.

“You can’t just swoop in with your fancy architecture software and make furniture build itself,” she joked, picking up a screwdriver. “Some things you still have to do by hand.”

He gave her an amused grin. “Thanks for the reminder.”

Finally, the bed frame was done. Claire pressed down on it to make sure it was stable. “Seems good,” she declared. “Another piece ready for actual use.”

That evening, after the plates from dinner were stacked by the sink and Macy’s leash hung by the door, Ethan went with Jess and Claire to the master bedroom, knowing Victoria wouldn’t be home for another hour. The three of them exchanged a glance as Jess pulled the bedroom door fully closed, giving them privacy they rarely enjoyed together. The bedroom was dim, the only light coming from the reading lamp on the dresser.

Jess stepped to Ethan first and slid her arms around his waist, fingers reaching for his belt. Claire stood to the side and reached up to unbutton her own blouse, slipping each button free with her fingertips and working it open over her chest. Jess leaned into Ethan, pressing her lips to his neck and working his shirt up, tugging it out from the waistband of his jeans. With one hand, she fumbled at the button and zipper, dragging them down. Ethan’s hands found Claire’s waist. He traced the lines of her ribs as she shrugged her blouse off her shoulders, exposing her bare skin to the lamplight. She wore nothing underneath, her breasts already prickled with anticipation as she let the fabric slide off her arms and fall to the floor.

Jess knelt to tug down Ethan’s jeans, guiding the waistband over his hips, then down his thighs. He lifted one leg, then the other, stepping out of the denim as Jess tossed the pants aside. She stroked along his thighs, her palms firm as she ran her hands up and under the edge of his boxers. Claire’s skirt was already pooling at her feet, kicked away with a nudge of her toes. She wore a slim pair of black panties that clung to her hips, and she hooked her thumbs in the sides to push them down, bending slightly as she slid them over her knees and down her calves. Ethan’s cock hardened quickly, the shape already obvious beneath the cotton fabric. Jess hooked her fingers in the waistband and eased his boxers lower, the elastic catching around him for a moment before she pulled them down and freed his cock.

Claire, naked now, stepped behind Jess and slid her hands along the other woman’s ribs, finding the point where her shirt met the top of her jeans. Claire worked the shirt up over Jess’s head, lifting each arm as she tugged the sleeves off, dropping the shirt on the floor beside the other discarded clothes. Jess’s bra was lace, thin straps tight over her shoulders. Claire traced the back clasp with her thumbs, then undid it in two careful motions, feeling the fabric loosen. She tugged the straps down Jess’s arms and slipped the bra free, exposing Jess’s breasts. Jess’s nipples peaked with the sudden exposure, and Claire slid her palms up, cupping Jess’s breasts and brushing her thumbs lightly over the nipples. Jess inhaled steadily, her breath warm on Ethan’s shoulder.

Jess unbuttoned her jeans as Claire’s hands slipped lower, and she shimmied the denim over her hips and thighs, revealing simple white cotton panties. Claire hooked her fingers into the waistband and eased them down, pausing as her nails grazed the sensitive skin along Jess’s pelvis before the panties were pushed all the way to the floor. Jess lifted each foot for Claire to remove them fully. The three of them stood naked together, the air thick with anticipation.

Ethan stepped back to sit on the edge of the bed, legs parted, his cock stiff and heavy against his stomach. Jess and Claire exchanged a brief look before dropping to their knees in front of him. Claire took his cock in her hand, the grip gentle but firm at the base, fingers circling the shaft. Jess leaned in, her mouth opening to take the head between her lips, tongue gliding along the sensitive ridge. She sucked just the tip, swirling her tongue in a slow, teasing circle. Claire kissed along the side of his cock, lips and tongue hot against his skin, dragging her mouth up the shaft, leaving a wet trail. Jess bobbed her head, taking Ethan deeper with each short stroke, and Claire brought her mouth lower, licking against his balls, her hand still stroking him and squeezing lightly at the base.

Ethan exhaled, hips shifting forward slightly. Jess took more of his cock into her mouth, pressing her tongue along the underside as she moved up and down. Claire sucked at his balls, drawing one gently into her mouth, her warm, wet tongue circling it, then slipping free. Jess pulled off, breath ragged, and nodded for Claire. Claire pressed forward, sliding her mouth over the head, lips stretching as she took him deeper. Jess took his cock in her hands and angled it for Claire, holding it steady. Claire’s eyes fluttered closed as she sank down further, then began to move, her lips tight around his shaft, her cheeks hollowing with each draw back.

Jess did not sit idle. She moved to the side, licking the exposed length still in Claire’s mouth, tracing a line over the ridge, meeting Claire’s tongue under his shaft. The two women shared his cock, mouths and tongues overlapping, warm breath washing over him. Claire withdrew a little, letting Jess take over again. Jess squeezed the shaft and swirled her tongue over the tip, then pressed her lips down, cheeks working as she sucked him in. Claire licked Jess’s fingers where they grasped the base, her own hand moving to gently cup Ethan’s balls. Both women shifted, taking turns, moving in a rhythm that gradually built heat between them, their focus narrowing to the feel of his cock and their shared arousal.

After minutes of trading his cock back and forth between them, Ethan reached down and ran his hands over both their heads, fingers winding into Jess’s hair, then slipping over Claire’s neck, grounding himself with their touch. Jess pulled back, looking up to meet Ethan’s eyes, and he nodded toward the bed without a word.

Claire climbed onto the mattress and swung a leg over Ethan’s shoulders, positioning herself over his face. Her knees pressed into the sheets on either side of his head, and she steadied herself by grabbing a fistful of the comforter near his arm. Ethan looked up, seeing the open, glistening lips of her pussy, and leaned up, placing both hands on her thighs to pull her down. He pressed his tongue immediately to her slit, dragging it up between her folds, spreading the wetness with slow, careful strokes. He flicked his tongue against her clit, circling, then dipping lower to push into her entrance. Claire’s hips jerked, breath catching in her throat, and she planted her knees wider, rocking subtly against Ethan’s mouth.

While Ethan focused on Claire, Jess knelt again between his legs. She reached for his cock and guided it into her mouth, taking him deep, her lips wrapping tightly around the girth. Her tongue pressed along the underside as she began to bob her head, moving up and down in a steady rhythm. Claire’s movements above grew more intent, her pussy grinding against Ethan’s face as he licked and sucked, alternating between circling her clit and swiping broad, wet strokes through her folds. His hands gripped Claire’s thighs, squeezing, fingers digging into her flesh as he drew her pussy closer. Occasionally he would shift his tongue, pushing it hard against her entrance, then slowly flicking up to her clit again, making her buck and whimper above him.

Jess’s focus on his cock never broke. She held his shaft with one hand, using the other to massage his balls, squeezing gently, her nails tracing small, careful paths over his skin. Her mouth moved steadily, cheeks hollowing with each downward stroke, saliva pooling and dribbling at the corners of her mouth as she pushed him deep, gagging softly but not pulling away. She pulled back to catch her breath, stroking his cock with her hand, then pressed forward again, taking him as far as she could. Her tongue flicked the slit, tasting the pre-cum that gathered, then she moaned, the vibration humming along his length.

Claire had both hands fisted in the comforter now. Her hips worked against Ethan’s face, her breaths shallow and desperate as he latched onto her clit and sucked, drawing the bud into his mouth, then rapidly flicking his tongue back and forth over it. She gasped, body tensing. Ethan slid one finger inside her pussy, the entrance soaking wet and hot. He twisted his finger as he pressed it in, feeling the tight muscles clamp around him. Claire groaned, back arching, legs trembling, and slammed her hips into his mouth, chasing the sensation.

Jess looked up, her mouth stretched wide around Ethan’s cock, eyes glazed with arousal. She pumped him with both hands now, occasionally dipping to take the head in her mouth again, teasing with her lips and tongue. She leaned up, kissing along his inner thigh, tasting the salty sheen of his skin. She slid a hand up Claire’s back, stroking her spine, grounding her as Claire bucked and shook. Jess moved to straddle Ethan’s legs, shifting for better leverage as she continued to stroke him.

Claire’s breathing turned ragged. Ethan pressed another finger inside her, curling his fingers as he fucked her with his hand, tongue still lapping at her clit. Her pussy clenched around him, and she rocked harder, hips rolling. “Fuck, Ethan—don’t stop,” she gasped out, voice strained by the tension in her body. Ethan answered by pressing his tongue more firmly to her clit, flicking it quickly as his fingers worked deep inside her, searching for the spot that made her press back in sharp, desperate thrusts.

Jess watched Claire’s face contort in pleasure, then redoubled her attention on Ethan’s cock, alternating between taking the head into her mouth and stroking the length with her slick, tight fist. She rubbed the leaking pre-cum with her thumb, then pressed the head back to her lips, swirling her tongue with slow, hungry circles before swallowing him deeper again. Ethan’s hips jerked involuntarily, every nerve in his body sparking with sensation from both ends.

Claire’s thighs suddenly went rigid. Her whole body shuddered. A sharp cry escaped her throat as the orgasm tore through her, muscles spasming. Ethan felt her pussy clamp down around his fingers. He licked frantically at her clit, drawing out the climax, feeling her juices slicking his hand as she trembled above him, struggling to stay upright on unsteady knees. Her grip on the comforter tightened, fingers white-knuckled, as she ground herself against his face, riding out every last aftershock before slumping forward, chest heaving for air.

She slid off Ethan, rolling to the side to sprawl across the sheets, catching her breath. Jess looked at Ethan, a thrilled smile breaking across her face, then crawled up his lap, placing her knees on either side of his hips. She grabbed his cock, slick with her own saliva and pre-cum, and lined herself up, settling the head at her entrance. She paused, bracing herself with a hand on his chest, then pushed down, impaling herself on him inch by inch. Her pussy stretched around him, tight and hot, and she moaned loudly as she took him all the way in.

Ethan placed both hands on Jess’s hips, guiding her as she began to ride him, bouncing with a steady rhythm. Her breasts moved with each motion, nipples rubbing against Ethan’s chest. She dug her nails into his shoulders, using her grip for leverage as her pace increased. Every time she came down, she ground her hips hard into his, grinding her clit against his pubic bone. Her head fell back, eyes closed, mouth hanging open as she lost herself in the sensation of his cock filling her.

Claire had recovered enough to reach over and slide her hand between Jess’s thighs, fingers finding Jess’s clit and rubbing in small, fast circles. Jess gasped at the added stimulation, hips jolting. Ethan thrust upward to meet her, driving his cock deeper inside, feeling her tighten around him. Jess rode him harder, thighs quivering as the pressure built quickly.

With her free hand, Claire slid her fingers down Ethan’s body and wrapped them around his balls, squeezing gently, pulling them down with each of Jess’s downward motions. Claire’s hand was warm and slick as she moved to stroke Jess’s clit faster, focusing all her attention on the woman bucking and shaking above Ethan.

Jess cried out, frantic now, her breaths coming in short, high-pitched gasps. “I’m gonna cum—” she choked, nails clawing at Ethan’s chest. Claire pressed harder, fingers moving rapidly. Jess’s entire body tensed, muscles shivering, then her orgasm hit. Her pussy spasmed around Ethan’s cock, clenching tight as she threw her head forward, shrieking uncontrollably. Wetness poured down her inner thighs, slicking Ethan’s cock and pooling on his stomach. Jess shook through the climax, rocking against them both in desperate, erratic thrusts.

When Jess collapsed forward onto Ethan, her body shuddering, breasts pressed to his chest, Claire climbed over beside them. Jess rolled off Ethan, legs spread and trembling, catching her breath, hips jerking with occasional aftershocks. Claire pushed Jess’s thighs apart, bent down, and licked the wet, quivering folds of Jess’s pussy, tasting her fresh orgasm. Jess moaned, hips twitching, unable to form words.

Ethan was still rock hard, his cock gleaming with slick from both women. Claire crawled up and straddled Ethan’s hips, lining herself up with his cock. She lowered herself down, pausing as the head pushed against her pussy lips, then dropped her weight, impaling herself on his cock with a grunt. Her pussy stretched to accommodate him, swallowing every inch as she rocked her hips in slow circles, savoring the fullness.

Ethan moved both hands to Claire’s ass, squeezing her flesh, pulling her down to grind harder against him. Jess, still dazed, sat up beside them and slid her hand between Claire’s thighs, rubbing her clit in fast, tight circles to help her along.

Claire rode Ethan, lifting and dropping her hips, grinding her clit against Jess’s fingers. Her pace quickened, riding Ethan’s cock with harder, deeper thrusts. She tilted her hips back and forth, clenching her pussy around him, adjusting the angle until she was gasping with each motion. Jess leaned in to suck on one of Claire’s nipples, pulling the hard bud between her lips and flicking it with her tongue.

Ethan thrust up into Claire, meeting her movements, careful to keep the rhythm steady. He reached between Claire’s cheeks and pressed a finger into her pussy alongside his cock, feeling how wet and swollen she was. She fucked herself greedily on both, body arched and shaking.

Sensation built quickly for all three of them. Claire cried out, voice high and desperate, and Jess rubbed faster, mouth never leaving her nipple. Claire’s orgasm hit with a wild, uncontrollable force; she clenched around Ethan’s cock and finger, hips jerking as she squirted, her cum spilling down and slicking Ethan’s balls. He groaned, feeling her clamp down and spasm repeatedly.

Jess watched as Claire’s orgasm tore through her, then scrambled to kneel beside Ethan, pressing her mouth to his ear. Her hand wrapped around Ethan’s cock as Claire pulled off, collapsing beside him, completely spent.

Jess and Claire both dropped to their knees at Ethan’s feet, side by side. Jess took Ethan’s cock in her mouth, sucking the tip, flicking her tongue at the slit, while Claire wrapped her hand around the base, stroking him in strong, rapid motions.

Ethan tensed, feeling his orgasm race through him. He grunted, shuddered, and came in powerful spurts across both women’s faces. Hot, thick ropes of cum splattered across their cheeks, their lips, Jess’s chin, and Claire’s mouth. Jess opened her mouth wider, catching some on her tongue, swallowing with a loud, satisfied gulp. Claire licked her lips, beaming at Ethan as she smeared his cum over her face with her fingers.

They collapsed together on the bed, flushed and panting, skin sticky and still shaking from the aftershocks. The lampshade cast their bodies in messy streaks of warmth, but none of them moved to clean up just yet. They lingered, entwined, savoring the spent energy in the air, and only then did they finally start to laugh together, quietly, still breathless from what they had shared.


Chapter 9

In the gray light of early morning, Ethan came through the front door of EV Architecture & Planning with a paper cup of coffee in his left hand and a small pastry box in his right. He nudged the door closed behind him with his heel, then shifted his grip so the box stayed level. The coffee cup was already warm against his fingers, the lid snug under his thumb. He did not stop at the threshold to look around. He moved with the same urgency he had been carrying for days, like if he stayed still too long, everything waiting for him would stack up again.

The last few days had been a blur of unpacking, tracking down tools and hardware he was sure he owned, and learning the new house room by room. This morning he wanted the office to feel simpler than that. He headed straight toward reception, thinking through his to-do list as he walked, the pastry box angled slightly outward so it would not bump his leg.

When he pushed open the interior glass door to the reception area, he nearly ran straight into Ashley. She was standing just inside the opening, turned partly toward the desk, arms full of file folders. The door swung wider than he expected. He checked himself short, shoes catching for a split second on the floor as he tried to stop without spilling the coffee. Ashley jerked back in the same moment, the top folders sliding forward.

“Gosh, sorry,” Ethan said, and he reached out without thinking. He steadied her forearm with his free hand, fingers closing gently around the sleeve near her elbow, while he kept the coffee upright. The folders settled, their corners no longer slipping. “Didn’t know you were right there.”

Ashley’s cheeks went pink in a way that looked more reflex than dramatic. She tightened her hold on the stack, pulling it closer to her chest so the folders would not tip again. “No harm done.” She glanced at the door, then back at him, like she was mentally rewinding the collision to see how close it had been. “I’m just trying to figure out where everything goes around here.”

He let his hand drop away from her arm and shifted the pastry box higher in his grip. His coffee hand flexed, loosening and then re-securing his hold on the cup. Ashley took a half-step sideways, giving him a clear path past the door, and he angled in, careful not to brush her shoulder.

The reception desk looked different from the last time he had walked in. It was placed with intention now, not temporarily parked. A slim computer monitor sat centered, its base squared with the desk edge. The phone line sat to one side with the handset aligned in its cradle. A small sign that read “EV Architecture & Planning” faced outward where anyone walking in could see it immediately. A crystal vase held fresh daisies, petals open and clean against the minimal setup. The space had gone from sparse to functional, like someone had looked at each empty spot and assigned it a purpose. A week ago there had been little more than the desk and the bare basics. Now it looked like a front office that could actually take on clients without apologizing for itself.

Ethan glanced at the daisies, then at the neat lines of supplies and equipment. Victoria and Jess must have been in here after hours, measuring and shifting things until it clicked. He set his coffee down briefly on the edge of the desk, careful to leave it where it would not drip on anything, and lifted the pastry box with both hands.

He held it out to Ashley. “Welcome aboard,” he said. “First day on the job calls for celebratory sugar.”

Ashley’s expression changed quickly, eyes widening a little as she took the box from him. Her fingers slid under the cardboard, palms supporting the bottom so the lid would not pop. “Thanks, boss,” she said, and the word came out with a teasing tilt, like she wanted to see if he would correct her.

She placed the pastries on the corner of the desk, making a small adjustment to keep them away from the keyboard area. She nudged the box so it sat squared and steady, then looked back to him, waiting.

“You can call me Ethan,” he replied, and he let a grin show without trying to hide it. “I’m not big on formality.”

“Got it.” Ashley’s shoulders lowered a notch, as if that permission took some pressure off. She looked down at her folders again and shifted them, tapping the bottom edge against her palm to align them.

Victoria emerged from her office, stepping into the reception area with her hair brushed neatly behind her ears. She wore a blazer and a pencil skirt that made it obvious she had dressed with the day already mapped out. Her eyes flicked to Ethan, then to Ashley and the folders, then to the pastry box, taking inventory without pausing long on any one thing. She greeted Ethan with a small nod instead of a big morning greeting, all business.

“Perfect timing,” she said. “I was just about to show Ashley how we file our client records.” Her gaze moved to Ashley, then back to Ethan. “Could you also walk her through the project folder on the network drive?”

“Sure,” he said. He picked his coffee back up and carried it with him as they moved around the front area. He did not drink yet, keeping the cup steady as he followed Victoria’s lead. Ashley fell in beside them with her notepad now in her hand, the file folders either set aside or hugged against her body as she transitioned to listening mode.

They started with the mailboxes. Victoria pointed out which slots were for incoming mail and which were for outgoing. Ashley leaned forward to look, then took a pen and wrote something down. She paused after each point, eyes lifting to confirm she had understood before her pen moved again. Ethan added small clarifications when he could, keeping it practical. He gestured toward where packages would be placed, where invoices should go, where client correspondence needed to be routed.

They moved to the supply closet. Victoria opened it, then stepped aside so Ashley could see. Ashley’s eyes tracked the shelves, then she asked a couple of quick questions about where paper was kept, where extra toner was stored, what they did when something ran low. Ethan answered one of them, pointing to a spot inside, then told her who to notify if they needed to reorder. She wrote down each detail, then checked her notes with her fingertip like she was building a list she could follow later without having to ask twice.

By the time they circled back to the desk, Ashley’s notepad had a few lines filled. She tucked it against the folders and adjusted her grip again. Victoria showed her the basics of how they labeled files, what the categories were, and what had to stay locked. Ashley nodded, her face focused now, not shy, but careful.

Later that morning, Ashley worked on the phone lines. She sat behind the desk with the handset in her hand at one point, pressing buttons and watching the display, then setting it down and picking up a small instruction sheet she must have found. She tested call transfers, checked the voicemail access, and scribbled down the steps in her notepad. She pulled the phone toward her, then pushed it back into place after each test so it stayed aligned with the rest of the setup. Her attention kept snapping between the phone display and her notes, making sure she could repeat it without fumbling.

A new candidate arrived for an internship interview. Ashley stood when he came in, smoothing her skirt with one hand as she greeted him. She gestured him toward the meeting room and walked him there, not rushing but keeping the pace clear. She opened the door, stepped aside to let him in, then pointed out where he could sit and told him someone would be with him shortly. After she closed the meeting room door, she returned to her desk, her posture slightly stiff in that way people get when they are trying to do everything right on the first try.

She looked up at Ethan and gave a small, shy smile that did not linger too long. “He’s here.”

Ethan’s eyes went to Victoria’s office. The door was open, but the chair was empty. Victoria had stepped out to pick up lunch for everyone. He exhaled through his nose and shifted his weight, accepting the change without complaint. “I guess it’s up to me, then,” he said. “Thanks.”

He reached across Ashley’s desk and picked up the intern’s resume. He held it by the top corners and skimmed it quickly, eyes sliding over the headings and the most recent items. He tapped the paper once against the desk to straighten it, then turned toward the meeting room.

Inside, the candidate stood near the conference table instead of sitting, portfolio clutched in both hands. He looked like he had chosen his outfit carefully: short-sleeved button-down, pants pressed clean, belt centered. His shoulders were slightly raised, and his fingers tightened around the portfolio as he watched Ethan enter. His cheeks had a faint flush that suggested he was trying not to look as nervous as he felt.

“Hey there,” Ethan said. He stepped forward and offered his hand. “I’m Ethan. Thanks for coming in.”

The candidate shifted his portfolio to one hand and took Ethan’s handshake with the other. His palm was a little damp, grip earnest. “I’m Colin,” he said, the words catching just slightly at first. “Thanks for the chance.”

Ethan gestured to the chairs. He walked around to one side of the table, set the resume down in front of him, and sat. Colin sat opposite, placing his portfolio carefully on the table near his own side. He positioned it square with the table edge, then folded his hands briefly on top of it like he needed somewhere to put them.

Ethan started the interview by asking about Colin’s academic background. Colin answered in full sentences, the nerves easing as he got into familiar territory. He had recently graduated, focused on drafting and computer-aided design. When Ethan asked what he enjoyed most about that work, Colin’s hands came off the portfolio and made small gestures, palms turning as he explained how he approached layouts and revisions. He mentioned an interest in sustainable building materials. The moment he brought that up, he looked at Ethan more directly, like he was testing whether it would land as valuable or annoying.

Ethan nodded, tracking him. “That’s great,” he said. “We’re a new firm, but we’re already taking on a big project that could use fresh ideas.” He slid the resume a few inches to the side, clearing space. “How comfortable are you with modifying standard templates for custom designs?”

Colin’s face brightened. His shoulders dropped, and he leaned forward slightly, relieved to be asked something he had prepared for. “I’m really comfortable in CAD environments. I can show you some of my work.” He pulled his portfolio closer, flipped it open, and turned it so Ethan could see without having to reach across. The pages were organized, each rendering protected in sleeves. He pointed to the first one, then moved through them in order.

Color renderings of small single-family homes filled the pages. Colin used shading and layering that made the forms easy to read. He paused on one and traced a line in the air above the page, indicating how he had adjusted the roof pitch. A couple of more experimental designs came next, angled rooflines paired with integrated solar panels. He tapped near the panel placement, then glanced up to see Ethan’s reaction before moving on.

Ethan leaned in, hands resting near the resume, eyes scanning details instead of just the overall impression. He took his time with each page, letting his gaze travel from structure to notes. He flipped one sheet back and then forward again, double-checking something. “Impressive,” he said, and he meant it. “We don’t tend to do super avant-garde stuff, but we appreciate innovation, especially if it’s affordable for a wide range of homebuyers.”

Colin nodded quickly, then slowed himself, as if trying not to look overeager. He closed the portfolio partway and folded his hands in his lap under the table. “I understand,” he said. “I’m ready to learn and adapt.”

Ethan leaned back in his chair and picked up the pen sitting near the resume. He tapped it lightly against the tabletop as he thought, then set it down and looked Colin in the eye. “Well, from what I’ve seen, you’re exactly the type of intern we need,” he said. “Someone with strong drafting skills and a willingness to handle grunt work, too. The pay isn’t lavish, but the experience will be real.”

Colin let out a breath he had been holding. His shoulders moved with it, tension draining. “Thank you,” he said. “That sounds great.”

They talked through practical details. Ethan asked about Colin’s availability, what days he could commit to, and how soon he could start. Colin answered with specifics. Ethan explained how their project management worked, what tools they used, how revisions were tracked, and where an intern would fit into the process. Colin listened closely, nodding at key points, asking a couple of questions that showed he was paying attention rather than just trying to impress.

When it was done, Ethan stood and offered his hand again. Colin stood quickly, portfolio tucked under his arm, and shook. Ethan walked him out of the meeting room and toward reception. Colin thanked him again on the way, voice more steady now. Ashley looked up as they passed. She gave Colin a polite smile that stayed professional and small, then looked back down at her desk as he headed out.

Once the glass door shut behind Colin, Ashley lifted her eyebrows at Ethan, curiosity plain on her face. “How did it go?”

“He’s our guy,” Ethan said. He set Colin’s resume down on the counter and leaned his forearms against the edge, letting his coffee sit in his hand without drinking yet. “We’ll offer him the role.” He looked at Ashley. “Thanks for organizing that.”

Ashley’s smile widened, and she straightened in her chair like she had just been told she did something right. “I’m happy to help,” she said. “This is way more exciting than waiting tables.”

Just then, Victoria returned, take-out containers tucked under one arm. She had them stacked carefully, her hand braced against the side to keep them from slipping. She stepped into the reception area and lifted them slightly as she spoke. “Lunch is here,” she announced. Her eyes flicked from Ethan to Ashley. “So, how’d it go with the intern?”

Ethan lifted his thumb in a quick gesture. “We’ll get him started as soon as possible.” He shifted away from the counter and gestured toward the back. “Now, let’s eat.”

They gathered in the small break area behind the reception desk. Ethan pulled out a chair and slid it back just enough to sit comfortably. Victoria set the containers down and began distributing them one by one, checking labels so no one ended up with the wrong order. Ashley opened a drawer, took out plastic utensils, and placed them in front of each spot, adding napkins after a moment when she realized they would need them. She handed one set to Ethan, then one to Victoria, then kept one for herself, arranging them neatly instead of dropping them.

They ate and talked at the same time, keeping the conversation on work. Ethan took the lid off his container and set it beside the base, then adjusted it so it would not slide into anyone’s space. Victoria outlined how they could structure Colin’s tasks, starting him with template cleanup and basic drafting support before handing him anything more complex. Ethan nodded, adding where he thought Colin could help with renderings once he proved consistent. Ashley asked what kinds of admin tasks would be most urgent for her to take over. Victoria answered directly, listing priorities. Ashley listened, pausing between bites to write a couple of short reminders on her notepad, then set the pen down and picked her utensils back up.

The development project came up more than once, its growing demands sitting in all their minds. Ethan mentioned a few deadlines. Victoria responded with the pieces she was tracking. Ashley asked what she should say if a client called asking for updates. Ethan gave her a straightforward line to use and told her when to transfer calls versus when to take a message.

After lunch, Victoria pushed her chair back and stood, collecting her empty container and stacking it with the others. She waited until Ashley had turned back toward the desk to handle something and then angled closer to Ethan, lowering her voice without making it secretive. “When you get a chance, can you finalize the Phase 2 renderings?” she asked. “The client wants them by next week.”

Ethan took his napkin and wiped his fingers carefully, rubbing his thumb and forefinger to make sure there was no residue. He nodded once. “I’ll get on that.” He folded the napkin and set it down. “I’ve got a meeting with the general contractor tomorrow to go over the building schedule, but the rest of the day is free.”

Ashley excused herself mid-conversation when the phone rang at her desk. She stood quickly, chair legs shifting slightly as she rose, and walked out of the break area with purpose. Victoria gathered the remaining containers and took them toward the trash, then headed back toward her office with her usual focused pace.

Ethan stayed in the break space for a moment, alone now, hands resting on the edge of the table. He let himself breathe out slowly, the tension in his shoulders easing. The pieces were starting to lock into place. The company felt less like an idea held together by late nights and more like something that could run. They had new employees, Ashley at the front desk, Colin lined up as an intern, and an enormous project demanding enough work to justify it all. He sat for another beat, then pushed his chair in and got up, ready to go back to his desk and start turning those renderings into something he could send.


Chapter 10

That evening, Ethan found Victoria organizing one of the guest rooms in the new house. She had several large cardboard boxes labeled “linens” and “office supplies” stacked by the closet door. He heard her humming a soft tune as she shifted items around, trying to find a logical arrangement. He knocked lightly on the partially open door.

“Need an extra pair of hands?” he asked.

She turned, a small smile forming on her lips. “Yes, please. I can’t decide if this should be a proper guest room or a partial office extension.”

He stepped inside, noticing the bed frame they had assembled but not fully outfitted with sheets yet. There was also a small desk near the window, cluttered with unopened décor. “Why not both?” he suggested. “We can keep a fold-out couch or a daybed and still have a desk.”

Victoria considered the idea. “That might work. Though we have a lot of bedrooms now, so maybe we actually can dedicate one to just being an office or a storage space.” She pulled a set of fresh sheets out of a box, smoothing them over the bare mattress. “But for tonight, I just want this bed ready for sleeping. The rest can wait.”

He laid out the top sheet while she tucked in the corners. Their movements became a small dance as they navigated the space around each other—passing pillows, smoothing out wrinkles in the fabric, fluffing the comforter. The sky outside darkened into a deep purple while a single lamp in the corner made the guest room glow softly.

When they finished, the bed looked inviting. Victoria dusted her hands off, exhaling. “At least that’s done. Claiming this as a backup bedroom for now.”

Ethan nodded, glancing at his phone. “It’s already late. Claire and Jess headed out to do some grocery shopping and might be a while. Maybe we should crash early?”

Victoria shrugged one shoulder, the movement drawing Ethan’s eye. She glanced toward the bed, her expression shifting, sharpening with intent. “We could. But maybe we can enjoy this new bed a bit, make sure it’s sturdy?” The playful note in her voice spread through the room, subtle but unmistakable.

Ethan felt a quickening, the last threads of restraint dissolving. The memory of the night before—Jess and Claire, the tangled climax of it all—hovered around the edges of his mind and then passed. Right now, it was just Victoria before him, clear and steady. He stepped closer, closing the gap. His hands rose, pausing above her waist, then settling there, fingers spanning the softness beneath cotton.

“Can’t say no to that,” he murmured, voice coming out low, almost hoarse. He watched as her lips curved in response, measured and inviting. Victoria lifted her chin, searching for his eyes.

She pressed her body into his, standing on the balls of her feet so their faces nearly touched. Her mouth met his, lips closed for the briefest moment, then parting. He felt the sweep of her breath, the softness and heat. He angled his mouth to fit hers better, one hand tracing up along her spine, following the ridge of bone, noting how her T-shirt stretched as she leaned in.

Under his touch, she softened. He tightened his hold just enough to tug her nearer. Her own hands slid over his chest, feeling for the line of buttons on his shirt. She worked them open from the bottom, one by one, her fingers slipping inside the fabric with each undone button. Her thumb brushed the skin above his waistband, and he felt a hitch in his own breath, his body responding to that gentle pressure.

He broke the kiss to look at her, gaze settling on the line of her jaw, and then her eyes—bare and direct, all traces of pretense stripped away. His hands dropped to her hips, thumbs moving under the hem of her shirt, gathering it slowly until he had it clear of her waistband. With a moment's pause—waiting for her nod—he pulled the shirt up and over her head.

She raised her arms to help, hair falling over her face as the cloth came off. Her bra was simple, a pale gray, almost blending with her skin in the filtered daylight. He brushed her hair behind her ear, then dropped his hands to the clasp of her bra. He fumbled for only a second before the hook slipped free. The straps fell down her arms and she pulled them away, the cups dropping aside to bare her breasts completely.

Ethan took her in, letting his eyes roam. Her nipples had hardened, small and dark against the paler skin of her breasts. He bent his head to take one between his lips, tongue flicking lightly across it, while his hands roamed her back and sides. Victoria let out a soft sound, almost a whimper, her arms still circling his shoulders.

She reached for his shirt, pushing it down his arms until it fell. Her fingers moved to his belt buckle, working to unfasten it. She tugged the leather loose, then unbuttoned his jeans. As the button slipped through the hole, her knuckles brushed the line of hair just above his cock. He groaned softly with the contact, feeling himself thicken under her touch.

She hooked her fingers into the waistband of his jeans and underwear at once, scooting them down his hips. He stepped out of them, his cock already half-hard and pushing free. Victoria paused to look at him—his chest moving with each breath, the line of his thighs, his cock rising by increments as she watched.

He slid his hands downward to the button of her jeans, fingers moving deliberately. He brushed the pad of his thumb over the rise of her hip, then popped the top button, then the zipper. He peeled the denim off her, first easing it past her hips, then down to her knees. She sat on the edge of the bed to wriggle them off completely, kicking them aside with one heel. Only a pair of simple, white cotton panties remained.

Ethan leaned down, pushing her legs apart gently with his hands. He looked up, and she nodded, her expression eager and clear. He hooked his thumbs under the sides of her underwear, tugged them down and off, leaving her bare on the bed.

He knelt at the edge, running his hands along the insides of her thighs, feeling the silkiness where her skin was warm and smooth. Victoria lifted her leg, setting her heel on the edge of the mattress, opening herself further. He saw how wet she already was, her pussy pink and glistening, her lips slick and swollen.

He bent forward, flattening his tongue against her, licking a long, slow stripe from her entrance up to her clit. Victoria inhaled sharply, a deliberate, broken sound. He circled her clit with his tongue, gradually increasing pressure, his lips closing gently around it. His hands kept her hips steady, thumbs pressed into the creases where thigh met pelvis.

She reached down, fingers curling into his hair, guiding him forward, holding him there. He let his tongue slide lower, flicking over her opening, tasting the wetness there. He eased one finger into her, sliding inside slowly, then drawing it out. He added a second, scissoring them just enough to stretch her, all while keeping his mouth on her clit.

Victoria rocked into him, matching his rhythm. He thrust his fingers steadily in and out, curling them up toward the sensitive spot inside her. She bit her lip, stifling a moan, then let go, gasping out a wordless exhale as her hips jerked forward. He kept pressure steady on her clit, rubbing with the flat of his tongue, not letting up.

Her grip in his hair tightened, her thighs coming together, almost trapping his head. He flicked his eyes up and she met his gaze, flushed and open-mouthed. He slowed a bit, adjusting his angle, keeping his fingers moving deep inside her, his mouth still working her clit in circles and then in steady back-and-forth swipes.

She shuddered, a ripple moving up her stomach, and pressed herself down onto his face. He kept at it, changing nothing. Her collapse was sudden—her body tensing, thighs squeezing shut around his head, her belly tightening. She gasped, voice rising raw and unrestrained, and he felt the sudden rush of wetness as she came. He let her ride out every twitch, softening his hands and mouth only when her hips started to pull away.

He rose onto his knees. She was still catching her breath, a laugh breaking through heavy breathing as her spine relaxed onto the mattress completely. She looked at him, her eyes half-lidded, a small grin curling on her lips.

She reached for him, fingers brushing down the front of his chest, tracing the line of hair to his abs. Her hand trailed lower, wrapping around his cock. Victoria stroked him, slow and steady, using her own wetness as lubrication. Ethan’s body jerked in response, his hips stuttering forward.

He climbed onto the bed with her, bracing one hand on either side of her. She bent her legs at the knees, feet flat on the mattress, opening herself wider. He lined his cock up with her slit, brushing the head slowly along her entrance, gathering slickness. He pushed in just the tip, pausing, feeling the heat of her pussy grip him. Victoria groaned, tilting her hips up as if to urge him deeper.

He drove in gradually, watching her face for every reaction as he filled her inch by inch. Her lips parted, a low moan breaking free as he sank into her fully, pushing in until his hips pressed flat against the inside of her thighs. He drew back, almost pulling out, then slid in again, building a steady rhythm.

Victoria locked her ankles behind his back, changing the angle so he drove deeper with each thrust. Her hands caught his biceps, nails digging into his skin for leverage. With each motion, he could feel the wet, tight heat of her muscles clamping down around him. He bent to kiss her forehead, then her mouth, her tongue meeting his as she exhaled into him.

He shifted his weight onto one elbow and slid his other hand between them, finding her clit with the pads of his fingers. He circled it, pressing gently at first, then rubbing harder as her hips jerked. She gripped his shoulders and let out a broken cry, the sound muffled as she buried her face in his neck.

He kept moving, faster now, hips snapping into hers with each stroke. His hand traced the curve of her breast, thumb brushing over her nipple, squeezing her flesh between his palm and fingers. Her breathing sped up, ragged and erratic, her entire body tightening beneath him.

She started to tremble, her hips rocking up to meet every thrust. He watched her face, pupils wide, cheeks flushed, lips open. He pressed his thumb more firmly against her clit, rubbing in small circles, never breaking the rhythm of his hips. Her back arched, pressing her breasts into his hand. He cupped them, feeling the heavy fullness, the crest of each nipple straining against his palm.

With a sudden, guttural cry, her body seized. She dug her fingers into his arms and came, her pussy clenching around his cock, her body shaking beneath him. Wetness gushed over his shaft, soaking the base of his cock and his thighs as he kept fucking her through it, not slowing until she relaxed, going limp.

He gritted his teeth, holding back his own orgasm while she came down. Victoria looked up, eyes glassy, lips parted. She tightened her legs around him one last time and he let go, pulling out of her glistening pussy quickly. He took hold of his cock, jerking it rapidly as he knelt over her abdomen, using her release as slick lubrication. His hand worked from base to tip, hips rocking forward, and he watched her watching him.

His orgasm hit hard, shooting thick spurts of cum across her belly and the curves of her hips. It pooled along the line of her navel, thick and white against her skin. He kept stroking until the last pulse faded, his hand slowing, breath shuddering out of him in uneven bursts.

He finally let go, glancing down at the mess he had made. Victoria looked down too, a satisfied smile breaking on her face as she trailed her finger through the cum, rubbing it into her skin. Ethan collapsed next to her on the mattress, reaching over to brush a strand of hair from her cheek, both of them silent for a few long moments, the new bed supporting their bodies as they caught their breath together, the sheets rumpled under their tangled limbs.

A short while later, Jess and Claire arrived home with a few rustling grocery bags. Their chatter drifted upstairs as they made sure the fridge was stocked for the next day. Ethan and Victoria smiled at each other, then roused themselves from the bed and dressed. They left the guest room with faint traces of warmth lingering in the air.

Downstairs, they found light music playing from Jess’s phone. Claire was carefully unloading produce into drawers, while Jess stacked various bottles and containers on the shelves. The mood felt bright and casual, as though the house was settling into an assured routine. Jess paused to smirk at Ethan and Victoria. “You two look cozy,” she remarked.

Victoria’s cheeks flushed a little. “We were testing out that new bed,” she teased.

Claire grinned, shutting the fridge door. “Is that a thing now—trying out each bed to make sure the house is fully broken in?”

Ethan chuckled and set a bag of bread on the counter. “We could consider it quality control.”

Jess snickered. “Then we have quite a lot of bedrooms to go,” she said, rolling her eyes playfully.

Claire brought out a bottle of light wine from one of the grocery bags. “Anyone want a glass to celebrate finishing the move and settling in?”

Jess immediately nodded. Victoria glanced at Ethan, who shrugged. “Sure, why not,” he said. “It’s been nonstop paperwork and interviews. We deserve a little break.”

They opened the wine, poured modest servings into glasses, and gathered in the living room. Macy hopped onto a plush rug at their feet, content to watch them chat. They raised their glasses in an informal toast.

“To the new house,” Victoria offered. “And the new contract.”

They clinked glasses and took a sip. Outside, the wind whistled, but it no longer felt cold or foreboding. Within these walls, their relationships and ambitions blended into something secure. The conversation drifted among them—Jess mentioned how the local contractor had asked to meet soon, Claire teased about putting in her notice at the bank any day, and Victoria said Ashley was already scheduling appointments at the office. Everything had a forward trajectory.

Later that night, the four of them gravitated to the master bedroom. They exchanged a few lazy remarks about the upcoming work day and the small chores left to be done in the house. But an underlying sense of closure filled the air. Their shared dream—to have a place big enough for everyone, to start a business, to forge new relationships—was no longer just a plan on paper. It was real, tangible beneath their feet.

Ethan’s final thoughts, as he drifted to sleep, circled around the success they had found. The big contract with the development company would sustain their future. Claire’s impending resignation would free her to join the firm in some capacity. Jess was helping with everything in her logical, capable way, and Victoria had become his partner in work and in life. Ashley seemed ready to add her own part, stepping in with a touch of fresh enthusiasm. Even the old house next door, once so filled with memories, would soon become a rental property, generating extra income.

He felt Claire’s breath against his shoulder. Jess cuddled closer to his back. The comfort of Victoria’s steady presence anchored him.

Eventually he exhaled, eyes closed in contentment. The house settled into silence, with only the gentle hum of the coastal wind outside. The flicker of ocean air carried on the breeze, finishing one long journey and promising many more. They had built the framework of something extraordinary, and as Ethan let the hush of sleep overtake him, he felt certain they were all exactly where they needed to be.


Afterword

Thanks for reading! I hope you enjoyed.




If you enjoyed this book, I would be incredibly grateful for a review, as it genuinely helps. It also helps me know whether I should continue with the series. Recommending this book to others is a great way to help as well. 
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