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Chapter One




Ipulled up to the Inn at Founder’s Falls just after eight in the morning. The sun was still low enough that it hadn’t burned off the frost clinging to the windshield. The waterfall in the distance was partially frozen, ice formations clinging to the rocks like crystal sculptures.

I’d promised Catherine I’d help with some maintenance work around the inn. A promise was a promise, and I intended to keep it.

Catherine Barton and I had a complicated history. She’d been firmly opposed to what I had going with Nicole and Kara. Not aggressively over the top, but with tight-lipped New England disapproval that spoke volumes without saying a word. She’d been polite but distant, and I’d felt the weight of her judgment every time we crossed paths.

Things had shifted, though, especially after the situation with her son Daniel, who’d vandalized Ren’s art gallery. Whatever it was, Catherine had softened.

Ren and I had recently admitted to her that Ren had joined us and that our unconventional arrangement had just gotten more unconventional, her simple response was to smile.

Progress.

Despite the ups and downs, I couldn’t leave the woman in need of help, especially when it required physical labor.

The front door opened before I could knock.

Catherine stood in the doorway. She wore a white sweater and navy slacks, her honey-blonde hair pinned up in that neat style she favored. She had pearl earrings and minimal makeup, a kind of understated elegance.

“Right on time,” she said, stepping back to let me in.

“Morning, Catherine.”

I stepped inside, and the warmth of the inn wrapped around me immediately. The place smelled like cinnamon and coffee, with a faint undertone of wood polish. The lobby was exactly what you’d expect from a Vermont bed-and-breakfast—antique furniture, floral wallpaper, a staircase with a polished banister leading up to the guest rooms. Everything was immaculate, orderly, and perfectly maintained.

Catherine closed the door behind me and moved back to the front desk. She picked up a notebook, glancing at whatever notes she’d made, and I took the opportunity to actually look at her.

It wasn’t the first time I’d noticed, but it hit me again: Catherine Barton was attractive.

Not in the obvious, stop-you-in-your-tracks way that Kara was, or the warm, inviting way that Nicole was, or the chaotic, magnetic way that Ren was. Catherine was handsome in a restrained, composed sort of way. High cheekbones, a graceful neck, a trim figure that she kept carefully hidden under classic, conservative clothes. She held herself with perfect posture, which only drew attention to the elegant line of her shoulders, the way her sweater draped just so.

I shoved the thought aside.

Stop.

Ren had just joined the relationship. The last thing I needed was to start entertaining thoughts about yet another woman. That way lay chaos. Probably.

Catherine looked up from the notebook. “I have a list of things that need attention, but there’s been a change in priorities.”

I set my tool box down. “Okay. What’s the new priority?”

“Christmas decorations.”

I blinked. “Christmas decorations.”

“Yes.”

“I thought I was here to fix a leaky faucet or patch some drywall.”

“All of that can wait,” Catherine said, her tone matter-of-fact. “We have guests arriving this weekend, and the inn needs to be decorated. It’s part of the charm.”

I couldn’t help the grin that tugged at my mouth. “So I’m being demoted from handyman to decorator.”

Catherine gave me a look. “Decorator at the inn is a far more important job than handyman, Lance. Don’t underestimate it.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

She set the notebook down and gestured toward the back of the inn. “The decorations are in the storage shed out back. I’ll show you.”

I picked up my tool box and followed her through the lobby, past the dining room where a few early-rising guests were having breakfast, and out the back door.

The cold air was sharp and clean. The property stretched out behind the inn, a mix of frost-covered lawn and old, gnarled trees.

Catherine led me toward a small shed near the edge of the property, but something else caught my eye.

There was a building off to the left, maybe fifty yards from the main inn. It was small—single-story, probably two or three rooms at most—and clearly hadn’t been touched in years. The paint was peeling, the shutters hung crooked, and the roof sagged in the middle. Vines crawled up one side, and the porch looked like it might collapse if you sneezed on it.

“What’s that?” I asked, nodding toward it.

Catherine glanced over, and her expression shifted. It was subtle, but I caught it—embarrassment, and maybe a little guilt.

“That’s the old caretaker’s cottage,” she said. “From back when my grandparents ran the inn. They had a groundskeeper who lived there year-round. It hasn’t been used in decades.”

“What’s it used for now?”

“Storage, mostly. Old furniture, things I don’t know what to do with. It’s been on my to-do list for a while now—to go through it, get someone to refurbish it—but it never seems to be a priority.”

I studied the building. The bones were good, or at least they looked like they could be. It had potential, hidden under the years of neglect.

“I can help you with that,” I said.

Catherine turned to look at me. “Help me with what?”

“Going through it. Fixing it up. Whatever you need.”

She shook her head. “I appreciate the offer, Lance, but I’m far too embarrassed for you to see the state of the interior. It’s a disaster.”

“I don’t mind disasters,” I said. “I’ve seen worse.”

“I doubt that.”

“Try me.”

She looked at me for a long moment, her blue eyes searching my face like she was trying to figure out if I was serious. Then she sighed.

“I’ll consider it,” she said. “But for now, we need to decorate for Christmas.”

She turned and continued toward the shed, her posture straight, her steps brisk.

I followed, glancing back at the caretaker’s cottage one more time before I caught up.
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I spent the next two hours turning the Inn at Founder’s Falls into a Christmas postcard.

Catherine had been meticulous in her storage. Every box in the shed was labeled: Garland - Front Porch, Wreaths - Windows, Tree Ornaments - Lobby. I hauled them out one by one, stacking them on a hand truck, and started with the exterior.

I strung lights along the porch railing, wrapping them around the posts and securing them with small hooks that had been installed years ago. The lights were old-fashioned incandescent bulbs, the kind that gave off a warm, golden glow instead of the sterile white of LEDs. I tested each strand before hanging it, replacing a few burnt-out bulbs from a spare box Catherine had set aside.

Next came the wreaths. I hung them on the front windows, spacing them evenly, making sure they were centered and level. Each one had a red velvet bow that I fluffed and adjusted until they looked right. Catherine came out twice to check my progress, making small suggestions about placement. I adjusted without complaint.

Inside, I tackled the lobby. There was a tree already set up in the corner—a seven-footer that Catherine had apparently wrestled into place herself—but it was bare. I spent an hour decorating it, hanging ornaments that ranged from delicate glass balls to handmade wooden figures that looked like they’d been around since the inn’s early days. I wound tinsel through the branches, draped garland along the mantel above the fireplace, and positioned a porcelain nativity scene on the side table near the staircase.

By the time I made it back outside to finish the porch, it was late morning. The sun had climbed higher, burning off the frost and warming the air just enough to make working outside comfortable.

I was hanging a second wreath on the front door when I heard the voice.

“—and honestly, the rustic charm is just so authentic, you guys. Like, this is what Vermont is supposed to feel like, you know? Not some corporate hotel chain trying to fake it. This is the real deal.”

I glanced over my shoulder.

A girl stood near the edge of the porch, holding her phone out in front of her face. She was petite, blonde, dressed in an oversized sweater and jeans that looked expensive. Her hair was styled in loose waves, her makeup flawless, and she moved her phone in slow, sweeping arcs as she talked to it.

I turned back to the wreath, adjusting the ribbon.

“The innkeeper is so sweet,” the girl continued, her voice bright and performative. “Very old-school hospitality. She even left homemade cookies in my room. I mean, who does that anymore? It’s giving Hallmark movie vibes, and I am here for it.”

I secured the wreath and stepped back to check it. Level and centered.

The girl kept talking, her voice rising and falling in that cadence I’d come to recognize as influencer-speak. Everything was “literally amazing” or “so iconic” or “obsessed.” She narrated her experience like she was reading from a script, pausing occasionally to reframe her shot or check her reflection in the phone screen.

I picked up the box of extra lights and carried it to the far end of the porch, trying to put some distance between us.

It didn’t help. Her voice carried.

“I’m thinking I’ll do a full room tour later,” she said to her phone. “And maybe a little Q&A about traveling to small towns in New England during the holidays. You guys have been asking for more cozy content, so here we go.”

I knelt down and started threading lights through the railing spindles, focusing on the task.

“Oh my god, wait.”

I didn’t look up.

Footsteps crossed the porch, moving closer. I kept working, wrapping the strand around the next spindle, pulling it taut.

“Excuse me?”

I finished securing the light strand before I glanced up.

She was standing a few feet away, her phone pointed directly at me. The camera lens stared at me.

“Hi!” she said, her voice switching to that same bright, performative tone. “So I just have to talk about the aesthetic here, because look at this. We’ve got the hot handyman doing his thing, very rugged, very capable. This is literally peak Vermont energy.”

I stood up slowly, brushing off my hands. “I’m not part of your video.”

She blinked, the phone still recording. “Oh, it’s fine! Most people love being featured. You’re, like, adding to the whole vibe.”

“I don’t want to be filmed,” I said, keeping my tone even. “Please point the camera somewhere else.”

Her smile faltered, but she didn’t lower the phone. “It’s just a quick little moment. It’s not a big deal.”

“It’s a big deal to me.”

She tilted her head, the phone dipping slightly. “Seriously? You’re on a public porch. I’m allowed to film.”

“You’re allowed to film the porch,” I said. “You’re not allowed to film me. I’m asking you not to.”

Her expression shifted, the performative warmth evaporating. She lowered the phone, and for the first time since she’d started talking, she stopped recording.

“Wow,” she said, her voice flat. “Okay. That’s… unnecessarily rude.”

“Shoving an unwanted camera in my face isn’t rude?”

“Most people are happy to be part of my content,” she said, annoyance creeping into her tone.

“Most people. Not me.”

She stared at me for a moment, her mouth pressed into a thin line. Then she huffed, shoving her phone into her pocket.

“Whatever,” she muttered. “This is ridiculous.”

She turned on her heel and walked back across the porch, her footsteps sharp against the wood. She disappeared inside, the door closing behind her with more force than necessary.

I stood there for a moment, the box of lights still in my hand, watching the spot where she’d been.

Then I shook my head and went back to work.


Chapter Two




Iwas inside later that morning, working on the garland that ran along the staircase banister. The lights were already strung—small white bulbs woven through the pine branches—and I was securing the whole thing with wire to keep it from sagging under its own weight.

The inn was quiet. Most of the guests were out for the day, taking advantage of the clear weather to hit the hiking trails or visit the nearby ski resort.

Then I heard the voice again.

“—I mean, I appreciate the effort, but this is supposed to be a premium experience. That’s what your website says. Premium.”

I paused, my hands stilling on the garland.

The voice was coming from the front desk, just around the corner from where I stood. I recognized it immediately. The girl with the camera phone from earlier.

“I understand your concerns,” Catherine said, her tone calm and measured. “I assure you, we do our best to provide.”

“Your best isn’t really cutting it, though,” the girl interrupted. “Like, the breakfast this morning? It was fine, but where were the gluten-free options? Or the dairy alternatives? I had to settle for plain oatmeal, which is so not the vibe.”

I set the wire cutters down on the step and moved closer to the edge of the staircase, just enough to hear better without being seen.

“We do offer gluten-free bread and almond milk,” Catherine said evenly. “If you’d mentioned your dietary needs when you checked in, I would have made sure.”

“I shouldn’t have to mention it,” the girl said, her voice rising slightly. “It should just be available. That’s what modern hospitality looks like.”

There was a pause. I could picture Catherine standing behind the desk, her posture perfect, her hands folded in front of her.

“I’ll make a note for tomorrow’s breakfast,” Catherine said.

“And the WiFi,” the girl continued, not missing a beat. “It’s ancient. I could barely upload my stories last night. Do you know how frustrating that is when you’re trying to work?”

“The WiFi is sufficient for most guests’ needs,” Catherine said. “However, if you’re experiencing issues, I can⁠—”

“And don’t even get me started on the sheets. The thread count is fine, I guess, but they’re not exactly luxury-level. For a place that charges what you charge, I was expecting something a little more… elevated.”

I felt my jaw tighten.

I’d stayed at the Inn at Founder’s Falls before—back when Kara was renting a room here while she’d finished furnishing her home before moving in. The place had been immaculate. The bed had been comfortable, the sheets soft and clean. The breakfast had been better than anything I could’ve made myself. The whole experience had been exactly what a bed-and-breakfast was supposed to be.

This girl was definitely nitpicking.

“I appreciate your feedback,” Catherine said, her voice still calm but with a faint edge now. “I’ll take it under consideration.”

“I hope so,” the girl said. “I’m heading into town to film some content. Hopefully, the town is a little more… charming than the accommodations. And I really hope you’ll take my tips to heart. It would be a shame if I had to mention these issues in my review.”

There it was. The threat, wrapped in a smile and delivered with the kind of passive-aggressive sweetness that made my teeth ache.

I heard the door open and close.

I stayed where I was for a moment, staring at the garland in my hands. Then I set it down and walked around the corner.

Catherine was standing behind the front desk, her hands resting on the polished wood surface. She wasn’t doing anything—just standing there, perfectly still, her gaze fixed on something I couldn’t see.

Her shoulders were tight, her jaw set. She looked like she was holding herself together by sheer force of will.

I approached slowly, stopping a few feet from the desk.

“Hey,” I said quietly.

She blinked, her focus snapping back to the present. She looked at me, and for a split second, I saw the strain on her face. Then it was gone, replaced by that same composed expression she always wore.

“Lance,” she said. “I didn’t realize you were still here.”

“Still decorating,” I said. “I heard some of that.”

Her mouth tightened. “I apologize. She can be… difficult.”

“She can be a pain in the ass,” I said bluntly.

Catherine’s eyes widened slightly, and for a moment, I thought I’d overstepped.

“Yes,” she said. “That’s accurate.”

I leaned against the edge of the desk. “What’s her deal?”

Catherine sighed, the sound quiet but heavy. She reached for a folder on the desk, opened it, and closed it again without looking at it.

“Her name is Brittany Griffin,” she said. “She’s an influencer. I comped her stay.”

I raised an eyebrow. “You comped it?”

“Yes.” She looked down at the folder, her fingers tracing the edge. “Reservations have been down this season. I thought… if she posted about the inn, it might help bring in some new guests. It was a gamble, and I’m beginning to think it was a poor one.”

I studied her. She was holding it together, but just barely.

“She’s being unreasonable,” I said. “The inn is great, Catherine. She’s looking for things to complain about.”

“Perhaps.” Catherine’s jaw tightened again. “Or perhaps there are legitimate issues I’ve been too close to see.”

“There aren’t.”

She looked up at me, her blue eyes searching my face. “You’re kind to say that.”

“I’m not being kind,” I said. “I’m being honest. I’ve stayed here. The place is solid. She’s fishing for freebies or leverage or both.”

Catherine’s expression didn’t change, but I saw something shift in her eyes.

“I can’t afford for this to backfire,” she said quietly. “The inn has been in my family for three generations. My grandfather built half of this place with his own hands. And if I’m the one who lets it fail…”

She trailed off, her voice breaking slightly on the last word.

I felt something tighten in my chest.

This was classic Catherine. The inn was struggling—probably more than she was letting on—but everything inside looked like a model of perfection. The polished floors, the fresh flowers in every room, the immaculate breakfast service. She was holding it all together through sheer discipline, and it was costing her.

“You’re not going to let it fail,” I said.

She gave me a small, sad smile. “I appreciate the confidence.”

“I mean it.”

She looked at me for a long moment, then nodded. She didn’t look convinced, but she didn’t argue.

I straightened, pushing off the desk. “Ren might know a thing or two about this.”

Catherine blinked. “About what?”

“Social media. Influencers. How they operate.” I shrugged. “She’s been helping Nicole do something similar with her bookshop. She might have some insight.”

Catherine hesitated, her fingers tapping lightly on the desk. “I don’t want to impose.”

“You’re not imposing. I’ll ask her.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yeah,” I said. “I’m sure.”

She let out a breath, and some of the tension in her shoulders eased. “Thank you, Lance. I would appreciate that.”

“No problem.”

I turned to head back to the staircase, but her voice stopped me.

“Lance?”

I looked back.

“Thank you,” she said again, and this time, there was something softer in her tone. Something genuine.

I nodded. “Anytime.”

I picked up the wire cutters and went back to work on the garland, but my mind was already turning over the problem.

If this influencer tried to screw over Catherine, she would find out that Mapleton looked after its own.


Chapter Three




Ileaned back in my chair, letting my hand rest on my stomach. “That was incredible, Kara. Thank you.”

Kara glanced over from where she was pouring more wine into Nicole’s glass. “It was nothing.”

“It was not nothing,” Nicole said, smiling. “That was the best roast I’ve had in months.”

Ren held up her own glass. “Seconded. I’m stealing this recipe.”

Kara arched an eyebrow. “You don’t cook.”

“I could start.”

“You won’t.”

Ren grinned. “Probably not.”

We were all settled around Kara’s dining table. The roast had been perfect, the potatoes crispy, the vegetables roasted just right. I’d had two helpings, and I was debating whether a third was physically possible.

I set my glass down and glanced at Ren. “So I need to tell you about something that happened at the inn today.”

Ren looked up. “What happened?”

I told them. I started with Brittany and the phone, the way she’d pointed the camera at me without asking, the way she’d kept recording even after I’d told her to stop. Then I moved on to what I’d overheard at the front desk—the complaints about the breakfast, the WiFi, the sheets. The thinly veiled threat about the review.

By the time I finished, Nicole was staring at me with wide eyes, her wine glass frozen halfway to her mouth.

Kara’s expression had gone cold. “She threatened Catherine with a bad review?”

“She didn’t say it outright, but it was clear enough,” I said.

Nicole set her glass down carefully. “That’s awful. Catherine’s worked so hard to keep that inn running. She doesn’t deserve that.”

“No,” Kara said, her voice clipped. “She doesn’t.”

Ren hadn’t said anything yet. She was staring at her plate, her jaw tight, her fingers drumming against the edge of the table.

Then she looked up, and her eyes were blazing.

“What’s this girl’s name again?” she asked.

“Brittany Griffin,” I said.

Ren stood abruptly, pushing her chair back. She walked into the living room, grabbed her phone off the coffee table, and came back. She sat down and started scrolling, her fingers moving fast across the screen.

The rest of us exchanged glances. Kara raised an eyebrow. I shrugged.

After a minute, Ren let out a sharp breath. “There she is. Brittany Griffin. Eighty thousand followers.”

She turned the phone around so we could see.

The profile picture showed a blonde woman in an oversized sweater, holding a latte and smiling at the camera. The bio read: Lifestyle & Travel Creator | Finding magic in small moments.

Ren scrolled through the posts. Every photo was perfectly curated—artfully messy beds in boutique hotels, steaming mugs on rustic tables, sweeping landscapes with Brittany posed just so in the foreground. The captions were all variations on the same theme: obsessed with this place, literally perfect, you NEED to visit.

“She looks harmless,” Nicole said.

“She’s not,” Ren said flatly. She kept scrolling, her expression darkening. “Look at this.”

She stopped on a post from three weeks ago. It was a photo of a small café, the kind of cozy spot that probably seated twenty people max. The caption was long, starting with So this is hard to post, but I believe in being honest with you guys…

Ren started reading aloud. “ ‘I wanted to love this place. The aesthetic was cute, the vibes were there, but the service was honestly so disappointing. They got my order wrong, and when I politely mentioned it, the staff was super dismissive. I hate leaving negative reviews, but if you’re paying for quality, you deserve quality, you know? I won’t be recommending this one.’ ”

She looked up. “Three weeks later, the café issued a public apology and gave her a full refund plus a gift card. Which she accepted. And posted about.”

Kara’s mouth tightened. “Do you think she manufactured the complaint?”

“Probably,” Ren said. “Or at the very least, she exaggerated it. Either way, she knows exactly what she’s doing.”

Nicole frowned. “But why? I don’t understand. If she just goes around saying negative things about businesses, why would anyone want to work with her?”

Ren set the phone down, her expression grim. “Because she doesn’t usually say negative things. That’s the strategy. Most of the time, she’s all sunshine and rainbows, posting glowing reviews and tagging brands and driving traffic. But every now and then, she has to tear someone down.”

“Why?” Nicole asked.

“Because it makes her seem honest,” Ren said. “If she’s always positive, people start to think she’s just shilling for whoever pays her. But if she throws in a ‘bad experience’ every once in a while—even if she didn’t actually have a bad experience—it makes her content seem more authentic and trustworthy.”

I stared at her. “None of that makes her seem honest and authentic.”

“Correct,” Ren said. “But it works. The algorithms love it. Outrage gets views. Drama gets engagement. And engagement gets her more followers, which gets her more brand deals. It’s all a content strategy.”

Kara’s jaw tightened. “And Catherine is just collateral damage.”

“Exactly.”

Nicole’s face crumpled. “That’s horrible. Catherine doesn’t deserve that.”

“No, she doesn’t,” Ren said.

There was a beat of silence. I could see the anger simmering just below the surface of Ren’s composure, the way her fingers tapped against the table, the way her eyes kept darting back to the phone.

“Can we do anything?” Nicole asked quietly. “To help her?”

Ren picked up her phone again, scrolling through Brittany’s profile with a focus that reminded me of Kara in full litigation mode.

“I want to go to the inn,” Ren said.

Kara glanced at her. “Why?”

“To see if I can figure out a way to do damage control,” Ren said. “I need to see what Brittany’s doing, how she’s framing the content. If I can get ahead of it, maybe I can mitigate the fallout.”

“And if you can’t?” I asked.

Ren’s mouth curved into a sharp, humorless smile. “Then I’ll figure out another way to make this backfire on her instead of Catherine.” She looked at me, her eyes bright and fierce. “When are you going back to the inn?”

“Tomorrow morning,” I said.

“Good,” Ren said. “I’m coming with you.”


Chapter Four




Ipulled into the Inn at Founder’s Falls just after nine in the morning. Ren was already out of the truck before I’d killed the engine, her boots crunching on the gravel drive. She had her phone in one hand and a travel mug of coffee in the other, her dark curls pulled into a messy bun that was already starting to come loose. Her jaw was set and her eyes were bright with the kind of energy that meant she’d been up most of the night thinking about this.

We walked up the porch steps together. I opened the front door and held it for her, and we stepped into the warmth of the inn’s lobby.

Catherine was at the front desk. She looked exhausted.

There were shadows under her eyes that makeup couldn’t quite hide. Her posture was as straight as ever, but there was something fragile in the way she stood there, like she was holding herself together through sheer discipline.

She looked up when we entered, and her expression shifted. “Ren. I wasn’t expecting you.”

Ren set her coffee mug on the desk. “I wanted to talk to you about this Brittany Griffin situation.”

Catherine’s eyes flickered. “Oh. I see.” She looked at me.

“Yeah, I told her about what I overheard yesterday,” I said.

“Is she still around?” Ren asked.

Catherine hesitated, then nodded. “Yes. She has one more day left on her reservation.” She paused. “Though I may need to comp her a few additional days to make up for some of the issues she’s raised.”

Ren’s expression went flat. “Fuck that.”

Catherine blinked. She stared at Ren like she’d just spoken a foreign language.

“I—excuse me?” Catherine said.

“Fuck. That,” Ren repeated, enunciating. She leaned forward, her palms flat on the desk. “Catherine, this girl is running a scam. She’s not a guest with legitimate concerns. She’s an influencer who manufactures complaints to extract freebies and leverage. And if you comp her more nights, you’re playing directly into her hands.”

Catherine looked at me, as if for confirmation.

I nodded. “Ren looked into her last night. She’s done this before.”

Catherine’s gaze moved back to Ren. “I don’t understand.”

Ren straightened, pulling out her phone. “Let me explain.”

I left them to it. I’d heard this once already, and Catherine needed to hear it from Ren directly. So I crossed the lobby, my boots quiet on the polished hardwood, and started taking inventory of what still needed to be done.

The garland on the staircase was finished, the lights threaded through and secured. The wreaths were hung on the front windows, and the mantle over the fireplace was dressed with pine boughs and candles. That left the small sitting room off to the side—another mantle, a few windows, and the bookshelf that Catherine wanted wrapped in lights.

I walked into the sitting room and set my toolbox down near the fireplace. The room smelled faintly of pine and wood smoke, clean and inviting. I pulled out the next strand of lights and started uncoiling it, checking for dead bulbs as I went.

Behind me, I could hear the low murmur of Ren’s voice, steady and intense. Catherine’s responses were quieter, harder to make out, but I could tell she was listening.

I moved to the mantle and started draping the lights, weaving them through the pine boughs Catherine had already arranged. The work was methodical, soothing in its simplicity. Thread the strand, secure it with wire, step back to check the spacing.

I was halfway through the second strand when I heard Ren’s voice cut through the quiet.

“Lance!”

I turned.

Ren stood at the front desk, her phone in her hand. Her expression was tight, her eyes locked on the screen.

I set the lights down and crossed the lobby in three strides.

Catherine stood next to Ren, her face pale.

“Brittany just went live,” Ren said. “From the inn.”

I moved around the desk, positioning myself so I could see Ren’s phone screen.

The live feed was shaky, held at chest height as Brittany walked across what looked like the back lawn of the inn. Her voice was bright, cheerful, narrating every step.

“—so I woke up early because I just love mornings, you know? And I thought, why not explore the grounds a little? Get some B-roll for later. The inn itself is cute, if a little outdated, but the property is actually kind of stunning.”

The camera swung around to show the woods behind the inn, then settled on something in the distance.

The old caretaker’s cottage.

The one I’d asked Catherine about yesterday. The one she’d been embarrassed about.

“Oh my God,” Brittany’s voice said, the pitch rising. “Okay, so there’s this building back here. Like a shed or a barn or something? And I swear to God, you guys, I think someone might be living in it.”

Catherine let out a sound, high-pitched, strangled, and somewhere between a yelp and a gasp. I’d never heard her make a noise like that before.

I glanced at her. Her face had gone sheet-white, her hand pressed to her mouth.

“Are you fucking kidding me?” Ren said, her voice sharp. “Now she’s just making shit up.”

On the screen, Brittany moved closer to the building. The camera bobbed as she walked.

“I’m gonna get closer,” she said, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. “I don’t want to scare anyone if they’re in there, but like… this is insane, right? A squatter on the property of a bed-and-breakfast? How does that even happen?”

The camera moved toward one of the windows. Brittany held the phone up, angling it so the lens could see through the glass.

The interior of the building was dim, but visible. There was a sleeping bag spread out on the floor in one corner. A small camping stove sat on an overturned crate. A backpack leaned against the wall, half-open, clothes spilling out of it.

“Oh my God,” Brittany said again, her voice rising. “There is someone living here. Look at this. There’s a sleeping bag. And a stove. And—oh my God, is that food?”

The camera panned to show a few cans of soup stacked next to the stove.

Catherine made another sound, quieter this time, like all the air had gone out of her lungs.

I looked at her. “Did you know about this?”

Her eyes were wide, her face still pale. She shook her head rapidly. “No. I—no. I had no idea.”

She looked genuinely horrified, her hand still pressed to her mouth like she was holding back something worse than words.

I believed her.

On the screen, Brittany was moving again. The camera jostled as she walked toward the door of the building.

“I’m going in,” she said. “I know, I know, this is probably a terrible idea, but you guys deserve to see this. This is next-level negligence.”

The door creaked as she pushed it open.

The camera swung around, capturing more of the interior. The sleeping bag. The stove. A plastic water jug. A cardboard box that looked like it might hold more supplies.

“Unbelievable,” Brittany said, her voice breathless. “I mean, my stay here has been problematic enough, but this? This has crossed a line unlike anything I’ve ever seen. How do you run a business and not know there’s a squatter living on your property?” She turned the camera back to her face, her expression wide-eyed and indignant. “I don’t even know what to say, you guys. I wanted to support a small business. I really did. But this is just… It’s unsafe. It’s irresponsible. And honestly, it’s kind of heartbreaking.”

Ren’s jaw clenched. “Enough,” she said, her voice low and dangerous. She looked at Catherine. “Where is this building? Where is she right now?”

Catherine swallowed hard. “It’s at the back of the property. Past the lawn, near the tree line. There’s a gravel path that leads to it.”

Ren was already moving.

She shoved her phone into her pocket and turned toward the door, her stride fast and purposeful.

I grabbed my jacket off the back of a chair and followed.

Catherine called after us, her voice shaking. “Ren, wait.”

But Ren was already out the door.


Chapter Five




Icaught it before it slammed shut and stepped onto the porch. The cold air hit my face, sharp and bracing.

Ren was halfway across the lawn, her boots kicking up frost as she walked. Her shoulders were tight, her hands balled into fists at her sides.

I jogged to catch up, falling into step beside her.

“Ren—”

She didn’t slow down. “That girl is destroying Catherine’s reputation on a live feed, and I am not standing by while she does it.”

We reached the edge of the lawn. The gravel path was narrow, overgrown on both sides with dead weeds and frost-covered brush. The outbuilding was just visible through the trees ahead, its weathered siding dark against the pale morning light.

Ren didn’t slow down.

I stayed with her, my breath puffing white in the cold air.

Ahead, I saw Brittany standing near the door of the building, her phone still raised, her mouth moving as she narrated to the camera.

Ren’s pace quickened.

I matched it.

We were twenty feet away when Brittany finally noticed us.

Brittany’s head snapped up when she heard our footsteps on the gravel. Her eyes widened, just for a second, before her expression smoothed into something bright and performative.

She pivoted the phone, swinging the camera toward us, her smile widening.

“Oh my God,” she said, her voice rising. “Okay, so someone just showed up. And she brought—wait, who’s this? The laborer?” She laughed, high and breathless. “This is wild. You guys, this is literally happening right now.”

Ren didn’t slow down.

She closed the distance in three long strides, reached out, and snatched the phone straight out of Brittany’s hand.

“What the—hey!”

Ren’s thumb jabbed the screen. “Live’s over.”

Brittany stared at her, her mouth open. Then her expression twisted, fury flooding into her features.

“Are you insane?” Brittany’s voice shot up an octave. “You can’t just—give me my phone!”

She lunged forward, hand outstretched.

Ren stepped back, holding the phone out of reach. “You want it? Stop running scams on small businesses and I’ll hand it right over.”

Brittany’s face flushed. “Scams? I’m documenting a serious safety issue. There is a squatter living on this property, and the owner had no idea. That’s newsworthy.”

“Newsworthy,” Ren repeated, her voice cold. “You manufactured this entire situation to squeeze a few more free nights out of Catherine, and then you went looking for something else to exploit.”

“I didn’t manufacture anything,” Brittany snapped. She gestured wildly toward the building behind her. “There’s a person living in there. Did you not see the sleeping bag? The camping stove? The⁠—”

“I saw it,” Ren said. “What I don’t see is you giving a single shit about whoever that person is or why they’re here. You only care about views and engagement and your next brand deal.”

Brittany’s eyes narrowed. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“I know exactly what I’m talking about.”

I’d never seen Ren like this before. There was a controlled fury in her that I hadn’t known existed—something fierce and protective and completely unwilling to back down. Her shoulders were tight, her jaw set, her eyes locked on Brittany like she was calculating exactly how far she could push before something broke.

And Brittany wasn’t backing down either.

She stepped forward, her hand still outstretched. “Give me my phone. Now.”

“No.”

“I’ll call the police.”

“With what phone, dumbass?”

Catherine stood near the door of the caretaker’s cottage, arms wrapped around herself and her face pale. She stared at the open doorway like she couldn’t quite make herself go inside.

I moved to her side. “Catherine.”

She looked up at me, her eyes wide and glassy.

“I didn’t know,” she said quietly. “I swear, Lance, I didn’t know anyone was living here.”

“I know.”

“I should have been checking the property more often. I should have⁠—”

“You didn’t know,” I said again, cutting her off. “And we can handle it now. Come on.”
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I stepped through the doorway.

The air inside was cold and damp, carrying the faint smell of mildew and wood rot. The space was dim, the only light coming from the two dirty windows and the open door. My eyes adjusted quickly.

The sleeping bag was laid out in the corner, crumpled and unzipped. The camping stove sat on the overturned crate, the kind of cheap portable setup you could buy at any hardware store. Next to it, three cans of soup were stacked neatly. A plastic water jug sat on the floor nearby, half-full.

The backpack leaned against the wall, its contents spilling out—a flannel shirt, a pair of jeans, a wadded-up sweatshirt. Next to it was a cardboard box, the flaps folded down. More cans were inside, beans and vegetables. A loaf of bread in a plastic bag.

Catherine stepped inside behind me. She stopped just inside the doorway, her hand pressed to her mouth again.

Outside, Ren and Brittany still shouted at each other. The words were muffled, but the tone was unmistakable. Ren’s voice was sharp and cutting. Brittany’s was high-pitched and indignant as they went at it.

Catherine’s eyes moved slowly across the room, taking in every detail. The sleeping bag. The stove. The backpack. The box of food.

Her face crumpled.

“I can’t believe this,” she said quietly. “I can’t believe I didn’t know.”

I turned to face her. “You couldn’t have known. This building isn’t visible from the inn. You said yourself you haven’t been back here in a long time.”

She shook her head, her hand dropping from her mouth to her chest. “That’s no excuse. This is my property. My responsibility. Someone has been living here, and I had no idea.”

She looked genuinely horrified. Her face was pale, her eyes wide, her breathing shallow. There was no pretense in her expression, no defensiveness. Just shock and embarrassment and something that looked a lot like guilt.

I believed her.

Outside, the shouting continued. Ren’s voice rose, sharp and furious. Brittany’s shot back, just as loud.

Catherine glanced toward the door, then looked back at me. Her expression shifted, the shock giving way to something else.

Fear.

“Lance,” she said quietly.

I waited.

“Whoever’s been living here,” she said. “They can’t be far.” She wrapped her arms around herself again, her shoulders hunching slightly. “I mean, all of this is still here. The sleeping bag, the food, the water. If they’d left for good, they would have taken it with them. Right?”

I turned my attention back to the room. She was right. The setup was too deliberate, too intact. The sleeping bag was unzipped, like someone had just climbed out of it this morning. The water jug was still half-full. The cans of soup were stacked neatly, waiting.

This wasn’t abandoned.

And whoever had been living here had probably left recently. Maybe this morning. Maybe when they heard voices outside.

Catherine’s voice was quiet when she spoke again. “What if they come back while we’re still here?”

I looked at her. Her face was pale, her eyes wide, her hands gripping her arms tightly. She looked scared.

I didn’t blame her.

I glanced back at the open doorway, then back to Catherine. “I’ll take a look around.”

Her eyes widened. “Lance, you don’t have to⁠—”

“I know,” I said. “But I’m going to.”

She stared at me for a long moment, then nodded slowly. “Be careful.”

I stepped past her, back out into the cold morning air.


Chapter Six




Iwalked back around the side of the old caretaker’s cottage, scanning the ground as I went. The frost-covered grass showed faint impressions—footprints, maybe, though they were too indistinct to follow. I moved slowly, my breath puffing white in the cold air, my eyes sweeping the tree line.

The woods were quiet. No birds, no rustling in the underbrush, just the faint rush of water from the river below. The sound grew louder as I moved closer to the edge of the property, where the lawn gave way to rocky ground and the trees thickened.

I stopped at the edge of the slope and looked down.

The river wound through the bottom of the ravine, narrow and fast-moving. The waterfall that gave the inn its name tumbled over a set of rocks about fifty yards upstream, white spray catching the morning light. The water was loud enough that I could see why someone might choose to camp here instead of closer to town. The sound would cover any noise they made.

I picked my way down the slope, my boots finding purchase on the exposed roots and rocks. The air grew colder as I descended, the moisture from the river settling into a damp chill that seeped through my jacket.

At the bottom, I paused again. The riverbank was narrow, lined with rocks and dead leaves. A few fallen trees lay half-submerged in the water, their bark dark and slick.

I turned upstream, moving slowly.

That was when I saw him.

A man sat on a log about thirty yards away, his back to me, facing the river. He was hunched forward, his elbows resting on his knees, his hands clasped loosely in front of him. He didn’t turn when I approached. He didn’t move at all.

I stopped a few feet away.

He was older—late sixties, maybe early seventies. His hair was gray and thinning, his face lined and weary. He wore a flannel shirt under a stained canvas jacket, jeans that had seen better days, and work boots that were scuffed and cracked. His hands were rough, callused, like he’d spent decades doing hard labor.

He didn’t look dangerous. He looked tired.

I waited.

After a long moment, he spoke without turning around.

“They find it?” His voice was quiet, gravelly, and resigned.

“The cottage? Yeah, they found it.”

He nodded, his gaze still fixed on the river. “Figured. I heard the shouting. Lot of commotion up there this morning.”

I studied him. He didn’t seem surprised. He didn’t seem panicked. He just seemed… defeated.

“You’ve been living there,” I said. It wasn’t a question.

He nodded again. “For a while now.” He finally turned his head, glancing at me over his shoulder. His eyes were pale blue, watery with age, but sharp underneath. He looked me over—my jacket, my boots, my stance—and I saw the moment he made his assessment.

“You’re not the police,” he said.

“No.”

“You work for her?”

“I’m helping with some renovations,” I said. “At the inn.”

He turned back to the river. “She know about me yet?”

“She knows someone was living in the cottage,” I said. “She doesn’t know who.”

He was quiet for a moment. Then he let out a slow breath.

“I’d like to apologize to her,” he said. “Before you call the police. That’s all I’m asking.”

I frowned. “Why would I call the police?”

He looked at me again, his expression flat. “Because I’m trespassing, and have been for months. That’s a crime.”

I shook my head. “I’m not calling anyone.”

His eyebrows lifted slightly. “You should.”

“Maybe,” I said. “But I’m not.”

He studied me for a long moment, then turned back to the river. His shoulders sagged.

“I just want a chance to apologize to Catherine,” he said quietly. “Before this gets any worse than it already is.”

“You know Catherine?”

“Yeah.”

“And she knows you?”

He nodded. “I’m pretty sure she will.”

There was something in the way he said it—something heavy, something weighted with history I didn’t understand.

I shifted my weight, crossing my arms. “Come with me.”

He turned to look at me again, his expression wary. “What?”

“Come with me,” I said again. “If you want to apologize to Catherine, now’s your chance.”

He blinked. He looked genuinely surprised, like he’d expected me to tell him to stay put while I went and got the police.

“You serious?” he asked.

“Yeah.”

He hesitated, his hands tightening where they rested on his knees. Then he nodded slowly and pushed himself to his feet.

He moved stiffly, like his joints hurt, but he managed it. He stood there for a moment, his hands hanging at his sides, his gaze fixed on the ground.

“All right,” he said quietly.

I turned and started back toward the slope. Behind me, I heard his footsteps, slow and careful, following.
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I climbed back up the slope with the man following a few paces behind. The ascent was slow since his movements were careful, like a man whose knees didn’t work the way they used to. I didn’t rush him.

When we reached the top, I paused at the edge of the lawn, scanning the area around the cottage. Ren and Brittany were gone. The gravel path was empty, the morning air quiet except for the distant rush of the waterfall.

Catherine stood in the doorway of the cottage. She stared at the ground, her expression distant, like she was trying to process everything that had happened in the last twenty minutes.

When she heard our footsteps on the gravel, she looked up.

Her eyes went to me first, then shifted to the man.

Her face changed.

The weariness dropped away, replaced by something sharper. She took a half-step back into the doorway, her hand moving to grip the frame.

The man stopped beside me, his hands hanging at his sides, his shoulders hunched.

Catherine’s gaze stayed locked on him. Her breathing was shallow, her knuckles white where they gripped the doorframe.

Then something shifted. Recognition flickered across her face.

“Walter?” she said quietly.

The man nodded. “Yeah.”

She stared at him for another long moment. Then her hand dropped from the doorframe. Her shoulders relaxed slightly.

“Walter Southerland,” she said.

“Yes, ma’am.”

She let out a slow breath, her eyes still fixed on him. “You knew my father.”

“I did.”

She glanced at me, then back to Walter. “You’ve been living here?”

Walter nodded. “Yes, ma’am. I have.”

She didn’t say anything, just stood there, waiting.

Walter shifted his weight. He looked down at the ground, then back up at her.

“I owe you an apology,” he said. “Living here without permission isn’t right. I know it’s not. And I’m sorry.”

Catherine didn’t respond, only waited for more.

Walter cleared his throat. “I lost my place about eighteen months ago when I couldn’t keep up with the taxes. My wife passed a while back, and my son moved out to California. I didn’t have anywhere to go.” He paused. “I remembered this building. I put the porch on it back when your father was still running the inn. I knew it wasn’t being used anymore. Figured it was out of the way, and no one ever came back here. I didn’t think it would hurt anyone.”

“You should have said something,” she said quietly.

Walter’s expression tightened. “I couldn’t.”

“Why not?”

“Because I couldn’t put that on you. My problems aren’t your responsibility. You’ve got your own troubles. I’ve seen enough over the years to know that.”

Catherine’s jaw tightened. She looked away, her gaze moving to the tree line. “That wasn’t your decision to make.”

“Maybe not,” Walter said. “But I made it anyway.”

They were quiet for a moment.

The cold air settled around us, sharp and biting. Catherine’s breath puffed white in front of her face.

She looked back at Walter. “How long have you been here?”

“About six months.”

“And no one saw you?”

“I was careful,” he said. “Kept to myself. Didn’t come and go during the day. Made sure I wasn’t making noise.”

Catherine shook her head slowly. “I can’t believe I didn’t know.”

“You weren’t supposed to know,” Walter said. “That was the point.”

She let out a long breath, her shoulders sagging. She looked exhausted. Like the weight of the morning had finally caught up with her.

She was quiet for a long moment. Then she straightened slightly, her arms dropping to her sides.

“You can’t stay here,” she said.

Walter nodded. “I know.”

“It’s too cold,” Catherine said. “Even with the heater, it’s not safe.”

“I understand.”

“You’ll stay at the inn,” she said. “I’ll give you a room.”

Walter’s eyes widened. “Catherine⁠—”

“I’m not asking,” she said, cutting him off. “I’m telling you. You’ll stay at the inn.”

Walter shook his head. “I can’t accept that.”

“Yes, you can.”

“No,” Walter said firmly. “I can’t. I won’t take charity.”

“It’s not charity.”

“It is,” Walter said. “And I appreciate the offer. I do. But I can’t.”

They stared at each other. Neither one moved.

Then Catherine’s expression shifted. “You’ll work for it,” she said.

Walter blinked. “What?”

“You’ll work for your room and board,” Catherine said. “You said you worked on this building before. You know the property. You can help Lance with the maintenance.”

Walter’s gaze flicked to me, then back to Catherine.

“I can work,” he said slowly. “I’m not as fast as I used to be, but I can still get things done.”

“Then it’s settled,” Catherine said. “You’ll stay at the inn, and you’ll work with Lance.”

Walter looked at me again.

I nodded. “I could use the help.”

And if Walter was willing to work for his keep, then I had no problem with it.

Walter’s shoulders sagged. He let out a slow breath.

“All right,” he said quietly. “If that’s the arrangement, then I’ll accept.”

Catherine nodded. “Good.”

She looked at me. “Can you help him move his things to the inn?”

“Yeah,” I said.

She nodded again, then turned and started back toward the main building.

I watched her go.

Walter stood next to me, his gaze following her. “She’s a good woman,” he said.

I nodded. “Yeah. She is.”

And in that moment, my respect for Catherine swelled in a way I hadn’t expected. She could have called the police. She could have made this ugly. She would have been well within her rights.

Instead, her first instinct had been to help him.

Not out of pity or obligation, but because it was the right thing to do.

And Walter—he wasn’t looking for a handout. He was willing to work for what he was given. That took dignity.

I respected that.

Walter turned to the cottage. “I’ll get my things.”

“I’ll help,” I said.


Chapter Seven




We moved inside together. The sleeping bag, the camping stove, the backpack, the box of food—it all fit into two armloads. We carried it out into the cold morning air, our breath puffing white.

Neither of us said anything as we walked.

There wasn’t much to say.

Catherine waited for us at the back entrance to the inn. She’d pulled her hair back into a neat ponytail, and some of the color had returned to her face. She held a small cardboard sleeve in her hand—a key card.

When Walter and I reached her, she held it out.

“Second floor,” she said. “Room eight. It’s one of the smaller rooms, but it has a good view of the waterfall.”

Walter took the key card slowly, like it was something fragile. He stared at it for a moment, then looked up at her.

“Thank you,” he said quietly.

Catherine nodded. “Breakfast is at seven. There’s coffee in the dining room all day.”

Walter nodded.

Catherine turned and headed back inside. Walter and I followed.

The inn’s back entrance led into a hallway that opened into the main corridor. We climbed the stairs to the second floor. The hallway stretched in both directions, lined with numbered doors. Walter glanced at the key card again, then turned left.

We were halfway down the hall when a door ahead of us swung open.

Brittany Griffin stepped out, dragging a large suitcase behind her. She had a second bag slung over her shoulder and her phone clutched in her free hand. Her hair was pulled into a high ponytail, her makeup flawless, her expression set in a mask of barely contained fury.

She stopped when she saw us.

Her eyes moved from me to Walter, lingering on the backpack in his arms, the sleeping bag tucked under my arm, the plastic water jug I was carrying.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” she said.

I kept walking. Walter followed.

Brittany stepped into the middle of the hallway, forcing us to stop.

“Are you serious right now?” she said. Her voice rose, sharp and incredulous. “She’s giving him a room?”

I didn’t answer.

Brittany let out a short, breathless laugh. She shook her head, her eyes wide. “This is insane. This is literally insane. A squatter who’s been illegally living on her property is now getting his own room at the inn?”

“Yeah,” I said.

She laughed again, louder this time. “Oh my God. I was right about this place.” She pulled her phone out of her pocket, her thumb moving over the screen. “This is unbelievable. I can’t even⁠—”

I shifted the sleeping bag under my arm and stepped forward. “You’re making a big mistake.”

Brittany’s head snapped up. “Excuse me?”

“You heard me.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Are you threatening me?”

“No,” I said. “I’m warning you.”

She stared at me for a long moment, her jaw tight, her phone still clutched in her hand. Then she laughed again, shaking her head. “Let me guess. That crazy lady who snatched my phone away.” She took a step closer, her eyes hard. “I’m not scared of her. And I’m not scared of you.”

I didn’t say anything.

Brittany adjusted the bag on her shoulder. “You people deserve each other.”

She turned and walked past us, her suitcase rattling over the floorboards behind her.

I watched her go.

She reached the staircase and disappeared from view. Her footsteps echoed in the stairwell, fading as she descended.

I turned back to Walter.

He was watching me, his expression unreadable.

“She’s trouble,” he said quietly.

“Definitely,” I said.
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Room eight was at the end of the hall. Walter unlocked the door with the key card and pushed it open.

The room was small but clean, and had a queen bed with a white duvet, a dresser against the wall, and a nightstand with a lamp. The window overlooked the waterfall, just like Catherine had said. Sunlight streamed through the glass, warming the space.

Walter stepped inside and set his backpack on the bed. I followed, placing the sleeping bag and the water jug on the floor near the dresser.

Walter stood in the middle of the room, his hands hanging at his sides. He turned slowly, taking it all in. The bed. The dresser. The window. The clean white walls.

He let out a slow breath.

“Been a long time since I had a room like this,” he said, then turned to face me. “Thank you. For not calling the police. And for helping me carry all this up here.”

“It’s no problem.”

He extended his hand.

I shook it. His grip was firm, the calluses on his palm rough against mine.

“I’ll get myself situated,” he said. “Then I’ll come find you. We can talk about what needs doing around here.”

“Sounds good,” I said.

I stepped out and closed the door behind me.

The hallway was quiet. Brittany’s door hung open down the hall, the room inside dark and empty. She’d left in a hurry.

I turned and headed back toward the stairs.

When I reached the lobby, Catherine was behind the front desk. She was typing something on her computer, her expression focused.

She looked up when she heard my footsteps.

“Brittany checked out,” she said.

“I saw.”

Catherine’s expression was neutral, but I could see the exhaustion underneath. “She demanded a full refund. I gave it to her.”

“Why?”

“Because I didn’t want her to have any reason to keep talking about this place,” Catherine said. “She got what she wanted. Now she can leave.”

I had a feeling that wasn’t going to stop Brittany from doing what she was going to do. Still, I didn’t have the heart to say that out loud in front of Catherine at the moment. She still looked raw from everything that had happened that morning.

Catherine turned back to her computer. “Walter settled in?”

“Yeah,” I said. “He’s getting situated. He’ll be down soon.”

She nodded. “Good. Thank you, Lance.“

I shrugged. “It wasn’t a big deal.”

“It was,” Catherine said quietly. “And I appreciate it.”


Chapter Eight




Ispent the next few hours finishing what I’d started earlier that morning.

The garland went up along the staircase first. I’d picked up fresh pine boughs twisted with white lights from the hardware store in town. I worked methodically, wrapping the railing from bottom to top, securing everything with twist ties and making sure the spacing stayed even. The scent of pine filled the lobby.

Next came the wreaths. Catherine had three of them stored in boxes in the basement. I hung one above the fireplace, one on the front door, and one in the dining room. Each one got a velvet ribbon, deep burgundy, tied in a neat bow at the bottom.

The tree took the most time. Catherine had bought a seven-footer and already set it up in the corner of the lobby near the window. I strung the lights first, working from the inside out, making sure the coverage stayed even. Then I started on the ornaments. Catherine had provided those too. Glass balls in silver and gold, a few vintage pieces that looked like they’d survived since her father’s time, some wooden snowflakes.

I took my time. This wasn’t just decoration. It was part of Catherine’s business, part of the impression guests would have when they walked through the door. It needed to look right.

It was different from my normal style of work, but I found myself quite enjoying it. It also very much put me in a festive holiday mood.

I was halfway through the tree when I heard voices from the back hallway. I glanced over my shoulder.

Catherine stood near the doorway to her office with her arms crossed loosely over her chest. Walter stood a few feet away, his hands in his pockets, his shoulders slightly hunched. They spoke quietly. I couldn’t make out the words, but I could see Catherine’s serious expression.

Walter nodded at something she said. Catherine’s posture shifted, and her arms dropped to her sides.

I turned back to the tree.

They had things to discuss. Things that didn’t involve me. I wasn’t going to interfere.

I hung the last of the ornaments, adjusted a few that sat crooked, and stepped back to assess the work. The tree looked good. The lights glowed softly in the afternoon sun streaming through the window.

I packed up the empty boxes, carried them back down to the basement, and cleaned up the stray bits of ribbon and twist ties from the floor. By the time I finished, the sun had started to dip toward the horizon, and the light in the lobby had turned golden.

I grabbed my jacket and headed out.
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The bookshop was warm when I stepped inside. The bell above the door chimed. The scent of something rich and savory hit me immediately. Barbecue sauce, slow-cooked meat, woodsmoke.

I went upstairs to Nicole’s apartment over the bookshop. Nicole appeared from the back room and wiped her hands on a dish towel. She smiled when she saw me.

“Perfect timing,” she said.

Kara leaned against the counter with a glass of red wine in her hand. She wore dark jeans and a long-sleeved shirt, and she’d pulled her hair back into a low twist. She looked relaxed in a way that still managed to be elegant.

“You look like you’ve had a day,” Kara said.

“It’s been eventful.”

Nicole crossed the room and kissed me. “Sit. I’ll get you a drink.”

I sat at the small table near the window. Kara joined me and set her wine glass down. She studied me with that assessing look she had.

“How did it go this morning?” she asked.

“Okay,” I said.

Nicole returned with a glass of whiskey and set it in front of me. “Define ‘okay.’”

I took a sip and let the warmth settle in my chest. Then I started from the beginning.

I told them about finding the cottage, about Ren and Brittany’s confrontation, about Brittany’s threats. I told them about finding Walter by the river, about Catherine recognizing him, about her offer to let him stay at the inn in exchange for work.

Nicole’s eyes widened. “She offered him a room?”

“Yeah.”

Kara leaned back in her chair. Her fingers tapped lightly against the stem of her wine glass. “That’s generous.”

“It is,” I said. “But it’s also smart. Walter knows the property. He knows the building. He can help.”

“And Brittany?” Kara asked.

“She checked out. Catherine gave her a full refund.”

Kara’s eyebrows lifted. “That won’t stop her.”

“I know.”

Nicole frowned, and her hands wrapped around her own glass of wine. “Have you seen Ren? We invited her for dinner, but she hasn’t responded.”

I shook my head. “Not since this morning. But she was fucking pissed.”

“How pissed?” Kara asked.

I told them about Ren snatching the phone out of Brittany’s hand, about the way she’d spoken to her, about the fury in her voice.

Nicole’s expression shifted, and concern flickered across her face. “I’ve never seen her like that.”

“Brittany was trying to wreck Catherine’s business for content. Ren wasn’t going to stand for it.”

Kara’s lips curved into a faint smile. “I’m a little turned on.”

Nicole shot her a look, but she smiled too.

“She’ll be fine,” I said. “She just needs to cool off.”

Nicole nodded slowly. “I hope so.”

We ate at the small table. Nicole had made barbecue ribs. She’d slow-cooked them until they were tender enough to fall off the bone, then slathered them in a homemade sauce that was sweet and smoky and just a little spicy. She’d made coleslaw, cornbread, and roasted potatoes too. It was the kind of dinner that made everything else fade into the background.

Nicole set aside a plate for Ren, covered it with foil, and placed it on the counter.

We were halfway through dessert when Ren came upstairs.

She looked like she’d been through it. Her hair was wild, half-pulled back and half-escaping. Her jacket was rumpled. Her eyes were bright with anger, and her jaw was tight.

Nicole stood immediately. “Ren.”

Ren closed the door behind her and leaned against it. She crossed her arms over her chest. “I’m fine.”

“You don’t look fine,” Nicole said gently.

Ren let out a sharp laugh. “Yeah, well.”

Kara set her wine glass down. “What happened?”

Ren pushed off the door and crossed the room. She pulled out her phone, tapped the screen a few times, then held it out.

We leaned in.

It was Brittany’s Instagram. In a video post, Brittany stood outside the inn, her expression tearful and wounded, her voice trembling as she recounted her “horrifying experience.” She talked about the unsafe conditions, the lack of professionalism, and the “aggressive locals” who had threatened her.

The caption read: Heartbroken. I came to Vermont looking for peace and beauty, and instead I found hostility and danger. Please be careful where you stay.

The video had over fifty thousand views.

The comments were brutal. People were calling Catherine unprofessional, demanding apologies, threatening to leave one-star reviews. A few people defended her, but they drowned in the noise.

Ren lowered the phone. “Like I said. She’s wrecking Catherine’s business. For content and for fucking views.”

Nicole’s face went pale. “Oh my God.”

Kara’s expression turned cold and controlled. “How much damage?”

“Enough,” Ren said flatly. “This kind of thing spreads. People see it, believe it, share it. Catherine’s reputation takes a hit, bookings drop, and Brittany moves on to the next target.”

“We have to do something,” Nicole said.

Ren nodded. “I am going to do something.” She looked at Nicole. “I helped you with the book shop’s social media. I’m going to offer the same to Catherine. We’ll push back. We’ll tell the real story. We’ll make sure people know what actually happened.”

I stared at Ren. A few weeks ago, Catherine’s son had vandalized Ren’s gallery. He’d spray-painted hateful words across the windows. Ren could have held a grudge. She could have pressed charges. She could have made Catherine’s life hell. Instead, after Catherine’s tearful apology, Ren had let it go.

And now she was offering to help.

Something swelled in my chest. Admiration, respect, and something deeper than either.

Ren was a good person. Not in the abstract, performative way. In the real, tangible, show-up-when-it-matters way.

Ren shoved her phone back into her pocket. Her jaw was still tight, and her shoulders were tense.

She fixed me in her gaze.

“I need you to fuck the shit out of me,” she said bluntly.

I was a bit taken aback. Nicole’s eyes widened. Kara’s smile was slow and sharp.

Ren didn’t smile. She just stood there with her hands clenched at her sides and her eyes locked on mine.

“I’m so mad I can’t think straight,” she said. “And I need to not be mad anymore. So I need you to fuck me until I can’t remember why I was mad in the first place.”

I stood.


Chapter Nine




Itook Ren’s hand and led her toward Nicole’s bedroom.

She didn’t say anything, just followed.

Nicole and Kara stayed in the living room. I pushed the bedroom door open.

The room was dimly lit because the curtains were drawn, and the only light came from the lamp on the nightstand. Nicole had made the bed neatly, the comforter smooth and undisturbed.

Ren stood in the middle of the room with her arms hanging at her sides. Her shoulders were tense, and her jaw was still tight with the fury she hadn’t burned off yet. She was vibrating with it, all that anger coiled up inside her with nowhere to go.

I closed the door behind us.

She looked at me and waited.

I didn’t say anything. I crossed the room in three strides, grabbed her jacket by the lapels, and yanked it down her arms. It hit the floor.

She sucked in a breath, her eyes widening.

I fisted her shirt and pulled it over her head in one rough motion. She barely had time to lift her arms before the fabric cleared her face and joined the jacket on the floor.

She stood there in her bra and jeans, her chest heaving. Her hands clenched at her sides.

I reached behind her, unclasped her bra, and stripped it away. Then I grabbed her by the back of the neck and pulled her against me, my mouth crushing down on hers.

Ren made a sound that was half moan, half growl, and kissed me back with all that fury she’d been carrying. Her teeth caught my lower lip and bit down hard. I tasted copper. I didn’t care. I bit her back.

Her hands clawed at my shirt. I broke the kiss long enough to yank it over my head, then grabbed her again. My hands found her jeans, and I had them unbuttoned and shoved down her thighs in seconds. Her underwear followed. She kicked them away.

She was bare in front of me, her dark curls wild around her face, her body flushed with heat and anger and need. Her nipples were already tight, her chest rising and falling with each rapid breath.

I cupped her face with both hands and forced her to look at me. “You want to burn this off?”

“Yes,” she breathed.

“Then get on the bed. Hands and knees.”

She climbed onto the bed and positioned herself in the center, her palms flat against the mattress, her back arched, her ass in the air. It was a pose of complete surrender, and the sight of it sent a jolt of raw heat straight through me.

I stripped off my jeans and boxers. My cock was already hard, aching with the need to be inside her.

I climbed onto the bed behind her. I didn’t ease into it. I grabbed her hips, pulled her back against me, and drove into her in one powerful thrust.

Ren cried out, her head dropping between her shoulders. “Oh god!”

I didn’t give her time to adjust. I set a punishing pace, slamming into her hard and deep. The sound of flesh against flesh filled the room, and Ren’s cries grew louder with each stroke.

“This is what you needed,” I growled against her ear. “Someone to fuck the anger out of you.”

“Yes,” she sobbed. “Yes, Lance, don’t stop.”

I reached forward and grabbed a fistful of her hair, pulling her head back until her spine arched and her throat was exposed. The new angle let me drive even deeper, and she screamed.

“Take it,” I commanded. “Take all of it.”

Her hands fisted in the sheets. Her whole body shook with each thrust. She was tight and wet and scorching hot, her inner walls gripping me like she never wanted to let go.

I released her hair and wrapped one arm around her waist, hauling her upright so her back pressed against my chest. My other hand moved to her throat, claiming.

Ren’s head fell back against my shoulder. Her hand came up and gripped my forearm, not pushing me away but anchoring herself.

“Lance,” she gasped. “Harder.”

I tightened my grip on her hip and drove into her with everything I had. The headboard slammed against the wall with each thrust. I didn’t care. Neither did she.

My hand left her throat and moved down between her legs. I found her clit and rubbed it in rough, tight circles.

Her whole body jerked. “Oh fuck, Lance.”

She was close. I could feel it in the way her muscles tensed, in the way her breathing turned ragged and desperate, in the way her pussy clenched around me.

“Come for me,” I commanded against her ear. “Now.”

Her orgasm tore through her with a force that made her scream. Her whole body convulsed in my arms. Her pussy clamped down on my cock so hard I had to grit my teeth to keep from coming right then.

I held her through it, my arm around her waist keeping her upright, my fingers still working her clit, wringing every last wave of pleasure from her body.

When she finally went limp against me, I eased her back down onto her hands and knees.

I wasn’t done with her yet.

I gripped her hips and started fucking her again. No rhythm now, just raw, primal need. I was chasing my own release, and I wasn’t holding back.

Ren’s moans turned into incoherent gasps and whimpers. She pushed back against me, taking everything I gave her, demanding more.

The door opened.

I glanced over my shoulder without slowing my pace.

Nicole and Kara stood in the doorway. They didn’t say anything. They just watched.

The sight of them standing there, watching me claim Ren, sent a fresh surge of possessive heat through me.

I turned back to Ren. I leaned forward until my chest pressed against her sweat-slicked back and my mouth was at her ear.

“They’re watching,” I said. “They’re watching me fuck you.”

Ren moaned loud enough for them to hear. “Good,” she gasped. “Let them watch.”

I felt my orgasm building. I drove into her harder, faster, chasing it.

“Lance!” Ren cried out, her voice breaking.

I thrust into her one final time, burying myself to the hilt, and came so hard my vision went hazy.

The release tore through me in waves, emptying me completely. I groaned against her shoulder, my hands gripping her hips, holding her against me as I poured everything I had into her.

Ren trembled beneath me, her breath coming in ragged sobs.

I stayed inside her for a long moment, my forehead resting against her back, my chest heaving.

Then I eased out of her and collapsed onto the bed beside her.

Ren rolled onto her side with her hair a wild, tangled mess around her face. She looked at me with heavy-lidded eyes, and her lips curved into a slow, satisfied smile.

“Better?” I asked.

She nodded. “Much better.”

I reached out and brushed a damp curl away from her face. She leaned into the touch, her eyes fluttering closed.

Nicole and Kara moved into the room. Nicole sat on the edge of the bed near Ren’s feet. Kara settled into the chair near the window.

Nicole reached out and ran her hand gently over Ren’s ankle. “You okay?”

Ren nodded again, her voice soft and drowsy. “Yeah. I’m okay now.”

Kara grinned. “That was quite a show.”

Ren let out a breathless laugh. “Glad you enjoyed it.”

Nicole’s expression turned serious. “We’ll help Catherine. We’ll figure this out.”

Ren’s smile faded slightly. She looked at Nicole, then at Kara, then at me. “I know we will.”

We stayed like that for a while, the four of us in the quiet room. The anger Ren had carried in with her was gone now, fucked out of her completely.

She looked tired, but she also looked lighter. The tension that had been twisted in her shoulders and jaw had finally released.

“Thank you,” she said quietly.

“Anytime.”


Chapter Ten




The next morning, Ren and I drove out to the inn together. She’d slept hard after I wore her out the night before, and she woke up with a clearer head and a renewed sense of purpose. She wanted to talk to Catherine and offer help before the damage from Brittany’s videos spread too far.

The inn’s lobby was quiet. The tree glowed in the corner, and the garland along the staircase looked exactly how I’d left it. A fire crackled in the hearth.

But Catherine wasn’t behind the front desk.

Walter was there, though.

He stood beside the counter with his shoulders squared and his hands resting on the polished wood. He wore clean jeans, a flannel shirt that looked freshly pressed, and boots that had been polished to a shine. His hair was combed back neatly. He looked like a man showing up for his first day of work, and that’s exactly what this was.

“Morning, Walter,” I said.

He nodded in greeting. “Morning, Lance.” He eyed Ren curiously.

“Where’s Catherine?” I asked.

Walter glanced toward the hallway that led to Catherine’s office. “She came down about an hour ago. Went straight to her office and hasn’t come out. I’m pretty sure I heard her crying.”

Ren and I exchanged a glance.

We both knew what this was about.

“Let us go talk to her,” I said.

Walter nodded.

Ren and I crossed the lobby and headed down the hallway. The door to Catherine’s office was closed. I knocked.

“Catherine?”

There was a pause before her voice came through, quiet and strained. “Come in.”

I opened the door and stepped inside. Ren followed and closed it behind us.

Catherine sat at her desk with her hands folded in front of her. Her eyes were red, and the skin around them was puffy. A crumpled tissue sat on the desk beside her keyboard. Her hair was pulled back neatly, but a few strands had escaped and hung loose around her face. She looked exhausted and defeated.

She glanced up at us but didn’t say anything.

Ren moved closer. “Is this about Brittany’s video?”

Catherine nodded.

She reached for the mouse and turned her monitor so we could see the screen. It was her email inbox. I counted at least a dozen cancellation notices just in the visible section. She scrolled down to reveal more cancellations, more apologies, more polite refusals to stay at the Inn at Founder’s Falls.

“This is just from this morning,” Catherine said quietly. “There were more yesterday.”

She scrolled further. The list kept going.

Ren’s jaw tightened.

Catherine let go of the mouse and leaned back in her chair. She folded her arms across her chest and stared at the screen. “This is the Christmas season. This is when I make enough to cover the slower months. Without these bookings, I don’t think I can survive this.” She turned to look at me. Her blue eyes were glassy, but she didn’t cry. She’d already cried enough this morning. “You may as well tell Walter to head back to his room. There’s no point in renovating anything anymore. And you can go too, Lance. I appreciate everything you’ve done, but I can’t afford to keep you on if there’s no one staying here.”

“I’m not going anywhere,” I said.

Catherine blinked in surprise. “Lance, you don’t have to⁠—”

“I’m not leaving you like this,” I said.

Ren stepped forward and placed her hands on the back of one of the chairs across from Catherine’s desk. “I want to help.”

Catherine looked at her with guarded curiosity.

“I can help turn this around,” Ren said.

Catherine’s expression shifted. There was a flicker of hope there, but it was buried under layers of skepticism and exhaustion. “How?”

“I’ve been doing social media content for Nicole’s bookshop,” Ren said. “It’s been going really well. Mostly TikTok, and a little bit of Instagram. The algorithm loves what we’re doing, and it’s driving traffic. People are coming in because they saw a video.”

Catherine’s brow furrowed slightly. “And you think that would work for the inn?”

“I know it would,” Ren said. “Nicole’s bookshop is very conducive to the TikTok algorithm. Cozy spaces, aesthetic appeal, that whole vibe. The inn has the same thing, and maybe even more of it. You’ve got history, charm, a gorgeous location, and that waterfall. This place is built for social media success.”

Catherine was quiet for a moment as she considered this. Then she said, “What exactly would you do?”

“I would do what you thought Brittany was going to do for you,” Ren said. “But I would do it better, and I wouldn’t try to extort you in the process.”

Catherine’s lips twitched. It wasn’t quite a smile, but it was close to one.

“Can I see some of the content you did for Nicole?” she asked.

Ren nodded. She walked around the desk and pulled the other chair closer to Catherine. She sat down, pulled out her phone, and opened TikTok.

Catherine leaned in slightly to watch.

Ren scrolled through her profile and tapped on one of the videos. It started playing immediately.

The video showed Nicole standing behind the counter at Birch & Bower Books. She wore a stylish sweater that draped softly over her curves. She was talking to the camera, recommending a book, and her voice was warm and genuine. The lighting was soft and golden. The angle framed her face and the cozy interior of the shop perfectly. The video had over a hundred thousand views.

Ren swiped to the next one. This one showed Nicole arranging a display of holiday books. She moved slowly and deliberately, and the camera followed her hands as she stacked the spines. Her sweater shifted as she reached, and the curve of her body was unmistakable in the frame. The comments were full of people asking about the books, asking about the shop, and asking when they could visit.

Ren played three more videos. Each one had the same aesthetic of warm lighting, cozy interiors, and Nicole’s natural charm. Each one had thousands of views, hundreds of comments, and dozens of shares.

Catherine watched quietly throughout. When the last video ended, she sat back in her chair.

“These are very nice,” she said. “Very well done.”

Ren nodded in acknowledgment.

Catherine hesitated for a moment. She glanced at Ren, then at the screen, then back at Ren. “I can’t help but notice something.” She paused, and her cheeks flushed slightly. “I’m not sure if it’s intentional, but there seems to be a certain emphasis on Nicole’s figure.”

Ren grinned without a trace of shame. “Yes. These videos are centered around Nicole’s big-ass titties. Because that’s what the algorithm likes.”

Catherine’s eyes widened. Her mouth opened slightly, but no sound came out.

I bit back a smile and stayed quiet.

Ren kept going without hesitation. “Don’t get me wrong. The bookshop is beautiful, and Nicole is genuinely great on camera. But the reason these videos do as well as they do is because people see a gorgeous woman with a fantastic rack talking about books in a cozy setting, and they stop scrolling. That’s how the algorithm works.”

Catherine’s face turned a deeper shade of pink. She looked appalled by the bluntness. But there was something else in her eyes too. A glimmer of humor and a faint spark of amusement she was trying hard to suppress.

“And here’s the good news,” Ren said, leaning forward in her chair. “You and I are in luck. Because hiding behind that chaste, respectable, professional sweater you’re wearing are some more big-ass titties, and it’s time to finally free them and let them do the marketing work this inn desperately needs.”

Catherine’s hand flew to her chest in shock. “Ren, I can’t possibly do that.”

“I’m serious,” Ren said. “You’ve got everything the algorithm wants. You’re beautiful, you’re elegant, and you’ve got that whole classic New England innkeeper thing going on. And yes, you’ve also got a fantastic body that you’ve been hiding under cardigans and blazers for God knows how long. We put you on camera, we show off this gorgeous inn, we let people see the charm and the warmth and the real you of this place, and I guarantee we turn this around.”

Catherine stared at her in disbelief. Her cheeks were still flushed, but the appalled expression was starting to crack around the edges.

Ren wasn’t done yet. “We’ll do videos of you serving breakfast. Videos of you decorating the Christmas tree. Videos of you walking through the rooms and talking about the history. We’ll film the fireplace, the waterfall, and the cozy little touches that make this place special. And yes, we’ll make sure the camera loves you just as much as it loves the inn. Because people don’t book a stay at a place on its own. They book a stay at a place with a person they trust. And when they see you, when they see how much you care about this inn and how beautiful it all is, they’re going to want to come here.”

Catherine pressed her lips together. Her shoulders started to shake with suppressed laughter.

And then she laughed out loud.

It started as a soft chuckle, but it grew into something fuller. Her hand came up to cover her mouth, but she couldn’t stop the sound from escaping. She laughed until tears gathered in the corners of her eyes, and she had to reach for the tissue on her desk to dab them away.

Ren sat back in her chair with a satisfied smile on her face.

Catherine wiped at her eyes and let out a long breath. She shook her head, but she was still smiling. “I have never in my life heard a pitch quite like that one.”

Ren shrugged casually. “I’m nothing if not direct.”

Catherine folded the tissue in her hands. She looked at Ren, then at me, then back at Ren again.

“I’ll have to think about it,” she said.

But the way she said it told me everything I needed to know. The faint curve of her lips, the lightness in her voice, and the way her shoulders had relaxed all pointed to the same conclusion. She was going to accept.

Ren could tell too. She grinned knowingly. “Take all the time you need.”

Catherine nodded in acknowledgment. She glanced at the monitor, at the list of cancellations still on the screen. Then she looked back at us.

“Thank you,” she said quietly.

Ren stood and pushed her chair back. “We’ll let you get back to work. But seriously, Catherine, think about it. This can work.”

Catherine nodded again.

Ren and I left the office and closed the door behind us.

We walked back down the hallway toward the lobby. Walter was still behind the desk, and he looked up when he saw us approaching.

“Everything all right?” he asked.

“It’s getting there,” I said.

Ren snorted. “It’s more than ‘getting there.’ I’m going to make that woman a goddamn TikTok star.”

I couldn’t help but laugh while Walter looked completely confused.


Chapter Eleven




Later that morning, Walter and I stood in the doorway of the cottage. Cardboard boxes crowded every corner, old furniture with missing legs leaned against the walls, broken lamps jutted out at odd angles, and decades of castoffs from the inn covered every surface. A thick layer of dust blanketed everything.

“Hell of a job,” Walter said.

“Yeah,” I said.

He stepped inside and pulled a pair of work gloves from his back pocket. I followed him in and set down my tool bag near the door.

We started by clearing a path from the door to the back wall. Walter grabbed one end of a broken dresser, and I grabbed the other. We hauled it outside and dropped it onto the brown grass beside the cottage. Then we went back for more.

We worked steadily. Walter moved like a man who’d spent his life doing physical labor. He didn’t waste motion. He assessed each piece of furniture before touching it, figured out the best way to grip it, then lifted with his legs. His hands were gnarled, but they remained steady.

We carried out old chairs, broken shelves, and rusted bedframes. We stacked everything in a pile outside. Catherine had told us to separate anything salvageable from the trash, so we set aside a few pieces that looked like we could repair or refinish them. The rest went into the growing junk heap.

After an hour, we’d cleared enough space to see the bones of the cottage. Hardwood floors waited beneath the dust. Exposed beams stretched overhead. Plaster walls showed water stains near the windows. The bones were solid, but the rest needed considerable work.

Walter leaned against the wall and wiped his forehead with the back of his hand. He surveyed the room with a critical eye.

“This place has good bones,” he said.

“That’s what I thought as well.”

“Floor joists are probably solid. Roof might need patching. Windows definitely need replacing.”

I nodded. “I’ll check the joists this afternoon. The windows can wait until we get the interior cleaned up.”

Walter grunted his agreement.

We moved the remaining boxes out to the storage shed behind the inn. The structure was newer, built maybe ten years ago, and it had plenty of room. We stacked the boxes neatly inside and closed the door.

By the time we got back to the cottage, it was nearly noon. The interior stood empty now except for the dust and the scattered debris. I grabbed a push broom from my truck and started sweeping. Walter grabbed a shovel and scraped up the larger chunks of dirt and plaster that had fallen from the ceiling.

We worked without talking much. The rhythm came easily. I swept toward him, and he scooped up what I pushed his way. When the floor was clear enough to walk on without kicking up dust clouds, I set the broom aside and grabbed my pry bar.

The baseboards were rotted in places. I knelt near the far wall and wedged the flat end of the pry bar behind the trim. The wood came away easily and crumbled in sections where water damage had eaten through it.

Walter crouched beside me and inspected the exposed wall. He ran his hand along the framing and checked for soft spots.

“Studs are fine,” he said. “Just surface rot.”

“That’s good news.”

We moved around the room together, prying up baseboards and checking the framing. Walter pointed out a few spots where the plaster had separated from the lath, and he showed me how to tap it gently to see if it would hold or if it needed replacing.

“You ever do this kind of work before?” he asked.

“I helped restore a home here in town,” I said.

Walter nodded thoughtfully. “Demo’s the easy part. Putting it back together is where you learn what you’re doing.”

I pulled another section of baseboard free and tossed it onto the growing pile near the door. “How long were you a contractor?”

“Forty-two years,” he said. “Started when I was eighteen. Learned from my father, and he learned from his. Carpentry’s in the blood.”

“You built a lot of the houses around here?”

“Built some, remodeled most. Back in the seventies and eighties, this town was booming. People were moving up from the cities, buying old farmhouses, fixing them up. I stayed busy.”

I straightened and wiped my hands on my jeans. “What changed?”

Walter stood and dusted off his knees. He looked out the window toward the inn. “People stopped moving here. Kids who grew up here moved away. The work dried up. I had enough saved to retire, but then my wife got sick, and the medical bills ate through everything.”

He said it matter-of-factly, without self-pity. He was just stating the facts.

“I’m sorry to hear that,” I said.

Walter shrugged. “It is what it is.”

We went back to work.

By mid-afternoon, we’d stripped all the baseboards and pulled down the sections of loose plaster. The walls looked worse than they had when we started, but that was how demo always went. You had to tear things apart before you could build them back better.

Walter showed me how to check the window frames for rot. He tapped each corner with a screwdriver and listened for the hollow sound that meant the wood was compromised. Two of the four windows needed complete replacement. We could repair the other two.

We moved outside to inspect the roof. I climbed up the ladder I’d brought from my truck, and Walter stayed on the ground and walked the perimeter of the cottage. The shingles were old and brittle, and several were missing entirely. I found a soft spot near the chimney where water had been seeping in.

“Roof needs to be redone,” I called down.

“Figured as much,” Walter said.

I climbed back down and wiped my hands on my jeans. We stood side by side and looked at the cottage. It was a mess, but it was a fixable mess.

“This is going to take a while,” Walter said.

“It certainly will.”

“You up for it?”

I looked at him. His eyes were sharp and assessing. He wasn’t asking if I had the time. He was asking if I had the commitment.

“I’m up for it,” I said.

Walter nodded slowly. A faint smile crossed his face. “That’s good to hear.”
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We broke for water. I grabbed two bottles from the cooler in my truck and handed one to Walter. We sat on the tailgate and drank in silence.

Walter finished his bottle and set it aside. He leaned back and looked out toward the tree line.

“I built the porch at the inn,” he said. “Must’ve been thirty years ago. Catherine’s father hired me. He was a good man, fair and honest. He paid on time and didn’t try to haggle you down after the work was done.”

“What was he like?”

Walter considered the question. “Serious. Proud of the inn. He’d inherited it from his father, and he wanted to keep it running the way it had always run. He didn’t like change much, but he knew when something needed fixing. That’s why he called me about the porch. The old one was rotting out, and he wanted it done right.”

“Sounds like Catherine takes after him.”

Walter smiled faintly. “She does. She’s got that same pride. That same stubbornness too. She won’t ask for help even when she needs it.”

I thought about Catherine sitting in her office this morning and staring at the list of cancellations. I thought about the way she’d tried to send Walter and me away because she didn’t think she could afford to keep us on.

“I’ve noticed that about her,” I said.

Walter picked up his empty bottle and turned it over in his hands. “Her father would’ve been proud of her. Keeping this place running as long as she has, especially after her husband died. That takes grit.”

“She’s been doing it alone all this time?”

“Mostly. Her son moved away a few years back. And she doesn’t have many friends in town. She’s polite to everyone, but she keeps her distance.”

I nodded slowly. That tracked with what I’d seen.

Walter set the bottle aside and stood. “All right. Let’s get back to it.”

We climbed off the tailgate and headed back to the cottage.

The afternoon passed quickly. We pulled up the old flooring in the corner where water damage had warped the boards. Walter showed me how to cut out the damaged sections cleanly so the new boards would fit flush. He had a steady hand with a circular saw, and his cuts were precise.

I carried the scrap wood outside and added it to the pile. When I came back, Walter was on his knees inspecting the subfloor. He tapped it with his knuckles and listened.

“Subfloor’s solid,” he said. “We’ll just need to sister in some new joists where the water got to them.”

“I can do that tomorrow.”

Walter nodded. He stood and brushed the dust off his jeans. “You’ve got a good eye for this kind of work.”

“Thanks. So do you.”

Walter grunted, but there was approval in the sound.

We worked until the light started to fade. By the time we called it a day, the cottage was stripped down to its bones. The walls were bare. The floor was patched in places and missing boards in others. The windows were marked for replacement. It looked worse than it had this morning, but it was ready for the rebuild.

I packed up my tools and loaded them into the truck. Walter grabbed the push broom and swept up the last of the debris near the door.

I straightened and wiped my hands on my jeans. I glanced toward the inn.

Catherine stood on the back porch.

She wore a long wool coat. Her hair was pulled back neatly, and her expression was unreadable from this distance. She didn’t move.

She just stood there for another moment, her gaze fixed on the cottage.

Then she turned and walked back inside.


Chapter Twelve




The next morning, Walter and I picked up where we’d left off.

“I’ve been hearing some talk around town,” Walter said.

We’d moved outside to measure the window frames. I held one end of the tape while Walter marked the dimensions on his notepad.

I waited for him to continue. My shoulders tensed slightly, but I kept my expression neutral.

“About you,” he continued. “About you dating those three women.”

I held his gaze. “You’ve heard correctly.”

Walter studied me for a moment. There was no hostility in his eyes, no judgment that I could detect. Just curiosity.

“It’s true,” I said. “Nicole Hill, Kara Parker, and Ren Simmons. I’m in a relationship with all three of them. They’re all in it together with me.”

Walter pulled his work gloves off and tucked them into his back pocket. He leaned against the cottage wall and crossed his arms.

“How does something like that work?” he asked.

I pulled off my own gloves and set them on the windowsill.

“It started with Nicole,” I said. “I met her at the bookshop when I first came to town. We started seeing each other, and it was good. Really good. Then I met Kara, and I felt something for her too. I didn’t want to lie to Nicole, so I told her the truth. She said we could try to make it work if everyone was honest about what they wanted.”

Walter listened without interrupting. His expression remained open and attentive.

“Kara agreed to it as well,” I continued. “She’s been through a messy divorce, and she wasn’t looking for something traditional anyway. The three of us figured out the boundaries together. We talked about what we needed, what we could handle, what wouldn’t work. Then Ren came along later, and the same thing happened. I was honest with everyone, and they all chose to stay.”

I paused and looked at Walter. He was still listening, his arms crossed but his posture relaxed.

“I know it’s not conventional,” I said. “I know people talk about it. But it works for us. Everyone’s choosing to be there. No one’s being lied to or kept in the dark.”

Walter nodded again. He looked out toward the tree line, his gaze distant.

“My wife passed from cancer,” he said quietly. “We were married forty years.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” I said.

Walter’s expression softened. “She was the only woman I ever loved. The only one I ever wanted. I can’t imagine dividing my heart with anyone else. Not then, not now.”

I nodded because I understood what he meant.

Walter looked back at me. His eyes were clear and steady. “But I also understand that different folks like different things. What worked for me and my wife doesn’t have to work for everyone else. As long as everyone involved is happy and no one’s getting hurt, it’s not my place to say how other people should live.”

I felt the tension leave my shoulders. I hadn’t realized how much I’d been bracing for disapproval until it didn’t come.

“I appreciate you saying that,” I said.

Walter nodded once. He pulled his gloves back on and picked up his tape measure. “All right. Let’s get these measurements over to the hardware store.”

He walked toward my truck without another word.

I grabbed my gloves and followed him.
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Catherine caught up with us after we got back from Earl’s.

“Lunch will be ready soon,” she said. “If you’d like to come in.”

“That’d be appreciated, ma’am,” Walter said.

The dining room was warm and smelled like roasted chicken and fresh bread. A handful of guests sat at the tables near the windows and talked quietly over their food.

I gestured toward a table in the far corner, away from the other diners. “How about we sit away from everyone else? To do them a favor.” We’d worked up quite a stench so far in the morning. Catherine’s immaculate dining room seemed like the last place we ought to be.

“You read my mind,” Walter said.

Walter and I crossed the room and took our seats. White linens and simple ceramic plates covered the table. A small vase of evergreen sprigs sat in the center.

A waitress brought out plates of food a few minutes later, filled with roasted chicken, mashed potatoes, green beans, and thick slices of bread still warm from the oven. She placed the plates without fanfare and returned to the kitchen.

Walter picked up his fork and cut into the chicken. He chewed thoughtfully and nodded his approval.

“Damn fine cooking,” he said.

I agreed with him completely. The chicken was tender and seasoned well, and the potatoes were creamy and rich.

I glanced around the room as I ate. The other guests were couples mostly, older and dressed in the casual-elegant style of people on vacation. They spoke in low voices and seemed content.

Then I noticed Kara.

She sat at a table on the opposite side of the room, near the fireplace. She had a cup of coffee in front of her, and she was leaning forward slightly and talking to someone across the table.

That someone was Catherine.

Catherine sat with her own cup of coffee, her posture upright and composed. She listened as Kara spoke, and then she replied with something that made Kara nod thoughtfully.

I watched them for a moment and tried to figure out what was going on.

Kara had stayed at the inn a few weeks ago, and had invited Nicole and I for an overnight with her. Catherine had been distant and disapproving that entire visit. And later that night, after Kara and Nicole and I had had some fun in the hot tub, I’d looked out the window and seen a silhouette standing in one of the upper floors of the inn and watching us.

I’d assumed it was Catherine.

And that she’d seen everything.

But now, watching the two of them sitting together over coffee, their conversation looked civil. More than civil, it looked genuinely kind.

Walter turned to follow my gaze.

“See that woman across the room? The one with the dark hair?” I asked.

“Yeah,” he said.

“That’s Kara,” I said. “One of the women I’m in a relationship with.”

Walter took a sip of his water and studied Kara with the unhurried appreciation of a man who’d spent a lifetime admiring beautiful women.

He set his glass down and smiled faintly. “She’s a striking woman.”

“Definitely.”

Walter leaned back in his chair and wiped his mouth with his napkin. “You know, even at my age, the libido never quite goes away.”

I laughed.

Walter grinned and picked up his fork again. “Just saying.”

I filed that away as a mental note. Walter was seventy-one, still sharp, still vital, still interested in the world around him. There was something reassuring about that.

[image: ]


We finished our food and carried our plates to the sideboard near the kitchen. Kara and Catherine were no longer there.

Walter excused himself and headed back outside. I went to the lobby, where I found Kara. Catherine wasn’t with her.

She looked up and smiled. “Hey, Lance.”

I leaned against the wall and looked at her. “I didn’t expect to see you here.”

“I wanted to see how Catherine was holding up after all that’s happened.”

“How’s she doing?”

“Better than expected, I think. She’s still rattled by the cancellations, but she’s being a trooper.”

“What were you two talking about?”

“We were discussing legal options regarding Brittany Griffin. Whether there’s a case for defamation or if it’s worth pursuing at all.”

I raised an eyebrow. “That’s generous of you, especially given your history with Catherine.”

Kara smiled. “It’s easy to set all that aside after what Brittany did. Catherine didn’t deserve this, and if there’s a way to hold Brittany accountable, I’m happy to help.”

I studied her face. There was sincerity there, but also something else, something softer than the sharp-edged Kara I’d first met.

“What else did you talk about?” I asked.

Kara glanced back toward the dining room. “We talked about our former marriages.”

I waited for her to continue.

“Catherine opened up about Richard,” Kara said. “Her late husband.”

I nodded for her to go on.

Kara’s voice dropped to something quieter. “She loved him. But it was a quiet love, built on partnership more than anything else. She said he was a good man. But she also said she didn’t cry much for him after he died.”

I frowned at that. “Oh”

“She handled the funeral, took care of their son, kept the inn running. She put all of it in a box and set it aside because she didn’t have time to grieve. And now, four years later, she still hasn’t opened that box.”

I leaned back against the wall and exhaled slowly. “That’s a lot to carry.”

“It is,” Kara said. “And I think she knows it. But she doesn’t know how to let it go.”

I looked at Kara. Her dark eyes were thoughtful, and her usual composed exterior had softened into something more vulnerable.

“Thank you for being kind to her,” I said.

Kara’s lips curved into a small smile. “I wasn’t always kind to her. But I think we’re past that now.”

I reached out and touched her arm briefly. “I think you are too.”


Chapter Thirteen




That night, as I was driving home from the inn, my phone buzzed on the passenger seat. I glanced down and saw Nora’s name on the screen, the FaceTime icon blinking.

I answered and propped the phone against the dashboard mount. Nora’s face filled the screen. Bright brown eyes. Dark hair pulled into a messy bun. The tiny silver hoop earrings she never took off. She wore an oversized sweater, probably stolen from an ex-boyfriend years ago and never returned.

She grinned at me. “There he is. The ghost of Vermont.”

I kept one hand on the wheel and reached up to adjust the phone’s angle. “Hey, Nora.”

“Hey, Nora?” She leaned closer to the camera, her expression shifting to mock outrage. “That’s all I get? I haven’t heard from you in weeks, Lance. I’ve sent you, like, thirty texts, and you’ve responded to maybe three of them with thumbs-up emojis. What the hell is going on?”

“I’ve been busy,” I said.

Nora laughed sharply. “Busy. Oh, wow. That’s such a good excuse. I’m so satisfied with that answer. Thank you for clearing that up.”

I smiled despite myself. “What do you want me to say?”

“I want you to tell me where you’ve been and what you’ve been doing that’s so important you can’t text your sister back.”

I slowed to let a deer cross the road ahead. The headlights caught its eyes, two bright points in the darkness, and then it bounded into the trees. The road stretched out empty again.

“All right,” I said. “What do you need?”

Nora narrowed her eyes at the camera. “I need to know if you’re somewhere interesting for New Year’s.”

I felt the question land. Nora and I had made a pact when I was sixteen and she was thirteen, a promise that we’d ring in every New Year together, no matter where we were or what we were doing. We’d kept it every year since. She’d come to my college apartment during my sophomore year when I couldn’t get home. I’d flown to Boston the year she’d moved there for work. We didn’t skip this tradition.

And she had no intention of skipping this year.

“I’m in Mapleton, Vermont,” I said.

Nora blinked at the screen. “Mapleton?”

“Yeah.”

“Where the hell is Mapleton?”

“About two hours north of Burlington.”

She tilted her head, clearly trying to place it on a mental map and coming up blank. “I’ve never heard of it. What are you doing there?”

I hesitated before answering. “It’s a long story.”

“I’ve got time.”

I exhaled slowly and glanced at the phone. Nora watched me with the kind of patient curiosity that meant she wasn’t going to let this go.

“I thought you’d be in New York or something,” she continued. “You left your job and moved on from Connecticut. I figured you’d end up somewhere big, doing something dramatic.”

“That was the plan,” I said.

Nora’s eyes sharpened. “Was?”

“I got a little sidetracked.”

“Sidetracked.” She leaned closer to the camera again, her grin returning. “Okay, you have to tell me what that means. Because when you say ‘sidetracked’ with that look on your face, it sounds like code for something interesting.”

I kept my eyes on the road and tried to figure out how to explain this without sounding insane.

“I’m seeing someone,” I said.

Nora’s face lit up. “Oh my God, finally. Who is she?”

“Her name’s Nicole. She owns a bookshop in town.”

“That’s adorable. I love that for you.”

I paused for a moment. “And there’s Kara. She’s a lawyer. Well, she was a lawyer before she retired.”

Nora blinked. “Wait. There’s two of them?”

“Yeah.”

“You’re seeing two women at the same time?”

“Yes.”

Nora stared at the screen, her mouth slightly open. Then she laughed, a sharp and startled sound. “Holy shit, Lance. Are you serious?”

“I’m serious.”

“Please tell me they know about each other.”

“They do.”

Nora leaned back in her chair, her expression caught between amusement and disbelief. “Okay, this is officially the most interesting thing you’ve ever done. What else? Is there anything else?”

I glanced at the phone. Nora watched me with wide eyes and waited for me to continue.

“There’s Ren,” I said. “She’s an artist. She’s the third.”

Nora didn’t say anything for a long moment. She just stared at the screen, her eyes growing wider with each passing second.

Then she laughed again, longer this time, and shook her head. “Wow. Wow, Lance. Okay, you were right. You’ve been busy.”

“I told you.”

“Three girlfriends,” she said, almost to herself. “My brother has three girlfriends. This is wild.”

I turned onto the main road leading back into town. The headlights swept across the trees lining the road.

“I’d like to spend New Year’s with them,” I said. “In Mapleton.”

Nora sighed. It was a long and exaggerated sigh, but there was no real frustration in it. “Fine. I’ll come up there.”

“You don’t have to do that.”

“Of course I do,” she said. “You can’t leave. I get that. I can’t even imagine the wrath of three girlfriends directed at you if you tried to bail on New Year’s. So I’ll come meet you there.”

It was such a matter-of-fact statement. She’d just accepted it and decided she’d drive up to Vermont to meet me and the three women I was dating, like it was the most normal thing in the world.

I felt my chest tighten slightly as the reality of it settled in.

Nora meeting Nicole, Kara, and Ren.

My sister, who knew me better than anyone, sitting down with the three women I’d built this unconventional life with.

I wondered how that would go. Whether she’d see what I saw in them, whether they’d get along, whether it would feel as natural as everything else had so far or whether it would be awkward and forced.

I didn’t know how to predict any of it.

“I’ll text you the address,” I said.

“Perfect. I’ll see you then.” Nora waved at the camera, her grin returning.

“Thanks, Nora.”

“Love you.”

“Love you too.”

The call ended. The screen went dark, and I set the phone back down on the passenger seat.

Nora was coming to Mapleton for New Year’s.

And I had no idea what would happen when she got here.


Chapter Fourteen




The next day, I pushed through the door of the inn and stamped snow off my boots. My fingers were numb from the cold despite my gloves, and my shoulders ached from hauling plywood across the yard. Walter and I had made good progress on the cottage floor this morning, but I needed to warm up before continuing.

The lobby was warm and smelled like wood smoke and pine. The fire crackled in the hearth, and the Christmas decorations I’d hung a few days ago made the space feel festive and inviting.

Ren stood near the fireplace with Catherine.

She held her phone in one hand while she gestured animatedly with the other.

Catherine stood beside her, straight-backed and composed in a navy dress and pearl earrings. She had folded her hands neatly in front of her, and her expression was polite but guarded.

I crossed the lobby toward them. Ren noticed me first and grinned.

“Perfect timing,” she said.

I stopped a few feet away and looked between the two of them. “What’s going on?”

“Today’s the day,” Ren said. “We’re making content for the inn.”

I glanced at Catherine. Her composure didn’t waver, but I caught the slight tension in her jaw.

“You’re making videos?” I asked.

“Exactly,” Ren said. “Catherine needs to get this place in front of people. Show them what she’s offering, why they should book, all of that. And I’m going to help her do it.”

Catherine nodded once. “Ren was kind enough to offer her expertise.”

Ren waved a hand dismissively. “It’s not expertise. I just know how to make things look good on camera.”

I pulled off my gloves and tucked them into my coat pocket. “Where are you filming?”

Ren turned and gestured toward the hearth. “Right here. Fire’s going, decorations are up, the lighting’s perfect. It’s cozy as hell. Catherine just needs to stand there and talk about the inn.”

Catherine’s posture stiffened slightly at the mention of talking on camera.

I leaned against the wall and crossed my arms. “Mind if I watch?”

Ren grinned. “Not at all. Might be good for Catherine to have an audience. Get her comfortable.”

Catherine shot me a look that suggested she was not, in fact, comfortable with this idea.

Ren moved quickly. She positioned Catherine near the hearth, angling her so the firelight caught her face and the Christmas decorations framed the shot. She checked the composition on her phone and made a few adjustments, tilting Catherine’s chin slightly and shifting her position a few inches to the left.

Catherine stood perfectly still and let Ren arrange her.

“Okay,” Ren said, stepping back and holding up her phone. “This is just a practice run. I want to see what we’re working with. Just talk about the inn. Tell people why they should come stay here.”

Catherine cleared her throat and folded her hands in front of her. She looked directly at the camera.

“Welcome to the Inn at Founder’s Falls,” she said. Her voice was clear and precise, the kind of tone you’d use to deliver a rehearsed speech at a town meeting. “We are a historic twelve-room bed-and-breakfast located in the heart of Mapleton, Vermont. Our inn has been family-owned and operated for three generations, and we pride ourselves on offering our guests exceptional service, comfortable accommodations, and a peaceful retreat from the demands of everyday life.” She paused and smiled, professional and practiced, and completely devoid of warmth. “We invite you to experience the charm and hospitality of the Inn at Founder’s Falls. Thank you for considering us for your next visit.”

She finished and looked at Ren expectantly.

Ren lowered her phone and stared at Catherine for a long moment.

“Okay,” she said slowly. “That was very… informative.”

Catherine’s smile faltered slightly. “Was it not good?”

“It was fine,” Ren said. “If you’re trying to sell someone a timeshare. But we’re not doing that.”

Catherine blinked. “I don’t understand.”

Ren stepped closer and gestured at the phone. “You’re too stiff. Too formal. You sound like you’re reading from a brochure.”

Catherine’s expression tightened. “I was simply describing the inn.”

“I know,” Ren said. “But people don’t want a description. They want to feel something. They want to know why you love this place, why it’s special to you, why they should care.”

Catherine looked uncertain. She glanced at me, and I offered her a small nod of encouragement.

Ren continued. “Forget the script. Forget the professional voice. Just talk to the camera like you’re talking to a friend. Tell them what you love about this place. Why it matters to you.”

Catherine hesitated. Her hands tightened slightly in front of her.

“I don’t know if I can do that,” she said quietly.

“Yes, you can,” Ren said. “You just have to stop thinking so hard. Loosen up a little. Let yourself be real.”

Catherine took a breath and nodded. She adjusted her posture slightly, and her shoulders dropped just a fraction.

Ren stepped back and raised her phone again. “All right. Let’s try again. And this time, just be yourself.”

Catherine looked at the camera. She didn’t smile this time. Instead, she just looked present, like she was actually seeing whoever might watch this video someday.

“This inn has been in my family for three generations,” she said. Her voice was softer now, less polished. “My grandfather built it. My father ran it. And now it’s mine.”

She paused and glanced around the room, her gaze lingering on the fireplace, the decorations, the worn floorboards.

“It’s not the fanciest place,” she continued. “But it’s warm. And it’s quiet. And when you stay here, you’re not just a guest. You’re part of something that’s been here longer than any of us.” She looked back at the camera, and for the first time, her expression softened into something genuine. “I’d love to have you.”

Ren lowered her phone and grinned. “Now that’s what I’m talking about.”

Catherine exhaled slowly, and I watched the tension leave her shoulders. She looked almost surprised by herself.

I studied her from where I leaned against the wall. There was something different about her now. The stiffness was gone, and without it, she looked relaxed. She looked pretty, even. Her features softened when she wasn’t holding herself so tightly, and the firelight brought out the warmth in her eyes.

Ren played the video back and nodded approvingly. “This is good. Really good. You’re a natural once you stop overthinking it.”

Catherine’s cheeks flushed slightly. “Thank you.”

Ren tilted her head and studied Catherine thoughtfully. Then she lowered her phone and crossed her arms.

“Okay,” she said. “Now we need to talk about the next step.”

Catherine looked at her warily. “What next step?”

Ren grinned. “Big titties.”
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Catherine blinked. Her mouth opened slightly, but no sound came out.

I straightened against the wall and tried very hard not to laugh.

Ren continued without missing a beat. “It’s what helped Nicole’s content take off. People love it. It’s engaging, it’s eye-catching, and it works.”

Catherine stared at her. “You want me to show my chest? In a video? For the inn?”

“Not full-on,” Ren said. “Just a little something. A hint. Enough to make people stop scrolling.”

Catherine’s blush deepened. She glanced at me, then back at Ren, clearly flustered.

“I’m not sure I’m ready for that,” she said.

Ren stepped closer and gestured at Catherine’s dress. “Tits like yours are always ready to be shown off.”

Catherine’s eyes widened. She looked down at herself, then back at Ren, her expression caught somewhere between mortification and reluctant amusement.

“Thank you,” she said slowly. “I think.”

Ren grinned. “It’s a compliment. Trust me.”

Catherine took a breath and straightened her posture. “I appreciate the suggestion, Ren. But perhaps we could do that content at night, when the guests aren’t walking around the lobby.”

Ren sighed and rolled her eyes. “Fine. You’re probably right. We don’t need Mr. and Mrs. Johnson from Maine getting an eyeful while they’re trying to check in.”

Catherine smiled faintly. “Exactly.”

Although that might make them want to extend their stay, I couldn’t help but think.

Ren tucked her phone into her pocket and looked at Catherine thoughtfully. “All right. We’ll do it tonight. After hours. Does that work for you?”

Catherine nodded. “Yes. That would be more comfortable.” She paused, as if she were thinking carefully about what she was going to say next. “You know what? To make this easier for everyone, why don’t you guys come stay here? At the inn.” She glanced back and forth between me and Ren. “That way we can film whenever we need to without worrying about schedules or driving back and forth.”

Ren blinked at her. “All of who?”

“You two,” Catherine said. “And… Nicole and Kara.”

Catherine’s gaze flicked to me, then back to Ren. I could see her working through the implications of having all of us here, together, under her roof.

“That’s very generous of you to suggest,” Ren said. “Are you sure?”

We’d told Ren about our past run-ins with Catherine.

“Yes. It’s the least I could do, since you’ve all been helping me. And I figure you’d all like to… stay together.”

“You’re damn right about that.” Ren cast me an excited smile.

I watched Catherine’s face as she said it. There was still uncertainty there, still a hint of nervousness. But there was also something else, something that looked like acceptance.

She was making room for us.

She was making room for all of us.

Ren clapped her hands together. “All right. Let’s plan for tonight, then. We’ll get you set up, film some killer content, and make this inn impossible to resist.”

Catherine nodded. “I’ll prepare the rooms.”

Ren turned and walked toward the door, already pulling out her phone to text someone. Probably Nicole or Kara.

I stayed where I was and looked at Catherine.

She met my gaze and offered me a small, tentative smile.

We were making progress with her.

I pushed off the wall and went to her once Ren was out of earshot.

“Are you sure about this?” I asked.

She turned to face me. “About what?”

“All of us staying here together.”

Catherine’s expression softened slightly. “Yes, I’m sure.”

I nodded but didn’t move. “I just want to make sure you’re comfortable with it.”

“You’re all helping me,” she said. “In your own ways. Ren’s helping with the content. You’re fixing the cottage and working on the property. Kara’s offering legal advice about Brittany.” She paused and glanced down at her hands. “I never imagined I might have some legal recourse with what Brittany did. I’m grateful Kara is willing to help.”

“Yeah,” I said. “She’s good at that.”

Catherine looked back up at me and smiled faintly. “It’s the least I can do. Offering you all a place to stay while you’re helping me.”

I hesitated, then pressed forward carefully. “I just remember the last time I stayed here with Nicole and Kara. A couple weekends ago. You didn’t seem thrilled about it.”

Catherine’s cheeks flushed slightly. She looked away, and her gaze drifted toward the window. “Yes. Truthfully, at the time, it did make me uncomfortable.”

I waited.

She took a breath and continued. “But I think I’m starting to be a little more open to when other people choose other relationship structures.” Her voice was quiet but steady. “I’m far from the expert on the traditional model, after all.”

I watched her face. Something vulnerable crossed her expression, something honest that hadn’t been there before.

“Daniel would be horrified to hear me say that right now,” she added, almost to herself. “But oh well. It’s the truth.”

Something shifted in my chest. Respect, maybe, or admiration. This woman was stepping outside of everything she’d ever believed, questioning her own assumptions, admitting when she’d been wrong. That took guts.

“I think you’re braver than you give yourself credit for,” I said.

Catherine glanced at me, and for a moment, her composure cracked. She looked surprised, almost touched by the words.

Then a question came to my mind, sudden and insistent. I wouldn’t have asked it before, not to the Catherine I’d met a few weeks ago. But this new version of her, the one standing here now with softer edges and more honesty, made me feel more comfortable.

“Can I ask you something?” I said. “That night in the hot tub. With Nicole and Kara. Were you the one in the window?”

Catherine’s eyes widened. Her blush deepened instantly and spread across her cheeks and down her neck.

“I—” She stopped and cleared her throat. “Yes.”

I waited.

She glanced back at me, her expression caught somewhere between embarrassed and defiant. “Yes, I was in the window. And yes, I watched. The entire time.”

I couldn’t help but grin. “The entire time?”

Catherine’s blush intensified. She pressed her lips together and nodded. “The entire time.”

I laughed. Catherine laughed too.

We stood there for a moment as the tension dissolved into something lighter, something almost playful.

“Well,” I said, still grinning. “Good to know.”

Catherine shook her head, and her smile lingered despite her obvious embarrassment. “I can’t believe I just admitted that.”

“I’m glad you did.”

She looked at me, and for a moment, her smile softened into something more genuine. Then she took a breath and straightened her posture. Her composure slid back into place.

“I should get back to work,” she said. “I need to prepare the rooms.”

“Yeah,” I said. “And I need to get back to the cottage. Walter’s probably wondering where I am.”

Catherine nodded. She turned and walked toward the front counter with measured and precise steps. But something was different about the way she moved now. She seemed less rigid, less guarded.

I watched her for a moment, then headed toward the door.


Chapter Fifteen




Ipulled the last nail from the plywood scrap pile and tossed it into the bucket. My shoulders ached, and my hands were stiff from gripping tools all afternoon. The cottage floor was done, the windows were installed, and the place was starting to look like a building that might actually be useful soon.

Walter straightened beside me and surveyed our work. Snow had started falling again and dusted the yard in fresh white. The cottage sat quiet and solid against the darkening sky.

“That’ll do,” Walter said.

I nodded. “Yeah. It’ll do.”

We gathered the tools and carried them back toward the inn. Walter moved slower than he had that morning. He’d put in a full day’s work, and he’d done it well.

The warmth of the lobby hit us as we pushed through the front door. The fire still crackled, and the Christmas tree glowed softly in the corner. Catherine stood at the front desk, organizing something on her computer.

She looked up as we entered and offered a small smile.

Walter set his toolbox down and pulled off his work gloves. He turned to me and extended his hand.

“Pleasure working with you again, Lance,” he said.

I took his hand and shook it. His grip was firm despite the arthritis I knew bothered him on cold days.

“Same here, Walter.”

He nodded once, then picked up his toolbox and headed toward the stairs. His boots thumped softly against the wood as he climbed to the second floor where his room was.

I watched him disappear down the upstairs hallway, then turned back to Catherine.

She walked toward me and held out a small cardboard sleeve with a card key inside.

“Your room,” she said. “First floor. Down the hall on the right.”

I took the key and glanced at it. “Thanks.”

“Dinner will be ready in about an hour,” she continued. “You have time to clean up if you’d like.”

I nodded. “I appreciate it.”

I left the lobby and headed down the hallway. The inn was quiet except for the soft creak of floorboards beneath my boots. I found the room easily, the second door on the right, just past a small alcove with a vase of fresh flowers.

I slid the card key into the slot and pushed the door open.

The room was nice. It was really nice.

A queen bed with a thick duvet and too many pillows took up the center. The headboard was dark wood, polished and well-maintained. A nightstand sat on either side, each with a small lamp that cast warm light across the space. The walls were painted a soft white, and the curtains were heavy and dark green, pulled back to reveal a window that looked out onto the snow-covered yard.

A dresser stood against one wall, and a small armchair occupied the corner near the window. A door led to what I assumed was the bathroom.

I walked in and looked around. Everything was clean, carefully arranged, thoughtfully chosen. The rug beneath the bed was thick and plush. The art on the walls was tasteful, watercolors of the Vermont landscape that didn’t try too hard to impress.

Brittany Griffin couldn’t have found anything here to complain about and actually mean it.

This room was objectively excellent. It was comfortable, well-decorated, and clearly maintained with care. If Brittany had wanted to find something wrong with this, she’d have had to make it up.

I dropped my coat on the chair and headed into the bathroom.

It was just as nice. White tile, a deep tub with a showerhead mounted above it, thick towels folded neatly on a shelf. The soap smelled like lavender, and the water pressure was perfect when I tested it.

I stripped off my work clothes and stepped into the shower. The heat soaked into my sore muscles, and I let myself stand there for a long moment before reaching for the soap.

I washed quickly and scrubbed away the sawdust and sweat from the day. My mind drifted as I rinsed off. I thought about the cottage, about Walter, about Catherine offering us all rooms here tonight.

She was making space for us. All of us, together.

I turned off the water and grabbed a towel. I dried off and dressed in the clean clothes I’d brought, dark jeans, a flannel shirt, boots that weren’t scuffed to hell.

I ran a hand through my damp hair and glanced at myself in the mirror. I looked good enough.

I left the bathroom and headed for the door.

When I stepped into the hallway, I stopped.

Nicole, Kara, and Ren stood just outside three doors directly across from mine. They’d clearly just arrived. Nicole still had her coat on, Kara was holding an overnight bag, and Ren was clutching a canvas tote overflowing with what looked like clothes and art supplies.

They all turned when they saw me.

Nicole smiled, warm and immediate. “Hey.”

“Hey,” I said.

Kara glanced at the doors behind her, then at my door, then back at me. Her expression was dry and amused.

“Catherine put us directly across from you,” she said. “All three of us. Right here.”

Ren grinned and gestured at the arrangement. “Yeah. She either wants us to have fun or she’s secretly hoping we’ll keep each other busy so we don’t bother the other guests.”

Kara raised an eyebrow. “Both options sound good to me. This arrangement is practically an invitation.”

Nicole laughed softly and shook her head. “She’s being thoughtful. That’s all.”

Ren set her tote down and stretched. “Thoughtful or not, I’m into it. But first things first. We need to get the content right. Catherine’s counting on us.”

Kara nodded. “Agreed. We can have fun later.”

Ren picked up her bag again and turned toward the lobby. “All right. Let’s go make this inn look irresistible.”

Nicole fell into step beside her, and Kara followed. I watched them for a moment, then joined them as they headed down the hallway.


Chapter Sixteen




The lobby was warm and glowing when we arrived. The fire crackled softly, and the Christmas tree lights cast gentle patterns across the walls. Catherine stood near the hearth with her hands folded in front of her. She looked composed, but I caught the flicker of nervousness in her eyes when she saw all four of us together.

Ren clapped her hands together and grinned. “All right, Catherine. Let’s do this.”

Ren positioned Catherine near the fireplace again, angling her phone to catch the Christmas tree lights in the background. Catherine stood with her shoulders squared, her posture perfect, her expression pleasant but guarded.

Ren lowered the phone and shook her head. “You’re doing it again.”

Catherine blinked. “Doing what?”

“The corporate voice,” Ren said. “You sound like you’re giving a presentation at a board meeting.”

Catherine’s expression tightened slightly. “I’m simply trying to be professional.”

“I know,” Ren said. “But we need warm, not professional. We need approachable.”

Catherine looked uncertain. She glanced at me, then at Ren, clearly struggling with how to adjust.

Nicole stepped forward from where she’d been standing near the front desk. She walked over to Catherine and smiled gently.

“Can I help?” Nicole asked.

Ren gestured toward Catherine. “Please. Work your magic.”

Nicole turned to Catherine, and her expression was kind and understanding. “It took me a while to figure this out too. When I first started filming content for the bookshop, I sounded just like you. Too stiff and too formal. I was worried about saying the wrong thing or looking foolish.”

Catherine nodded. “That’s exactly how I feel.”

Nicole smiled. “I know. But once I figured it out, once I stopped trying to be perfect and just let myself be real, the videos took off. The bookshop traffic has been crazy ever since.”

Catherine’s posture relaxed slightly. “How did you do it?”

Nicole thought for a moment. “I stopped thinking about the camera as an audience of strangers. I started thinking about it as talking to one person. Someone I actually cared about. Someone I wanted to welcome.” She paused and gestured toward the fireplace, the tree, the warm glow of the lobby. “You love this place. Anyone can see that. So just talk about it like you’re telling a friend why it matters to you. Forget about sounding professional. Just be honest.”

Catherine took a breath and nodded slowly. “All right. I’ll try.”

Ren raised her phone again. “From the top. And this time, just relax.”

Catherine looked at the camera. She took another breath, and her shoulders dropped just a fraction.

“This inn has always felt like home to me,” she began. Her voice was softer now, less rehearsed. “Even when I was a little girl, running through these halls, I knew this place was special.” She glanced around the lobby, and her expression softened. “It’s where my family gathered. Where we celebrated holidays, where we welcomed strangers and turned them into friends.” She looked back at the camera, and this time, her smile was genuine. “I’d love for you to feel that same warmth when you stay here.”

Ren lowered the phone and grinned. “Yes. That’s it. That’s exactly what we need.”

Catherine exhaled and smiled, clearly relieved.

Nicole reached over and squeezed her arm. “See? You’re a natural.”

Catherine’s cheeks flushed slightly, but she looked pleased.

I leaned against the wall near the Christmas tree and watched as they filmed a few more takes. Each one was better than the last. Catherine grew more comfortable with every attempt, her voice warmer, her smile more relaxed.

Across the lobby, Kara sat at one of the small tables near the window. Her laptop was open in front of her, and her expression was focused and intense. Her fingers moved quickly across the keyboard and paused occasionally as she leaned closer to the screen.

I walked over and pulled out the chair across from her. “What are you working on?”

Kara glanced up, and her expression shifted into something sharper. “Brittany Griffin.”

I nodded. “Looking into her?”

“Trying to see if there’s anything we can hit her with that would actually stick,” Kara said. She turned the laptop slightly so I could see the screen. It showed Brittany’s social media profile, her posts, her engagement metrics. “I want to see if we can force her to remove her content or issue an apology. Something with actual consequences.”

I studied the screen for a moment. “You think there’s something there?”

Kara leaned back in her chair and crossed her arms. “There’s always something. I’m just looking for the opening.”

I nodded. “Let me know if you need anything.”

“I will,” Kara said. She turned back to the laptop, already refocusing on the screen.

I left her to her work and walked back toward the fireplace.

Ren had moved on to the next phase of filming. She stood near Catherine and Nicole, gesturing animatedly as she explained something.

“All right,” Ren said. “This is the part that’s going to make people stop scrolling. The part that’s going to make them actually click on your profile.”

Catherine looked wary. “What part?”

Ren grinned. “Big titties.”

Catherine’s eyes widened. “Ren⁠—”

“I’m serious,” Ren interrupted. “Nicole’s content took off because she wasn’t afraid to show a little something. Just enough to catch the eye. It works. And this is the whole reason we decided to film this at night, remember?“

Catherine glanced at Nicole, clearly uncertain.

Nicole smiled gently. “It’s true. I was nervous at first too. But Ren was right. Once I started being a little more… strategic with what I wore and how I presented myself, the engagement went through the roof.”

Catherine looked down at herself, then back at Nicole. “I don’t know if I can do that.”

“Yes, you can,” Nicole said. “It’s not about being provocative. It’s about being confident. You’re a beautiful woman, Catherine. There’s nothing wrong with showing that.”

Catherine hesitated, her cheeks flushing.

Ren stepped closer and gestured toward the couch near the fireplace. “Here’s what we’re going to do. You’re going to sit on the couch, lean forward just a little, and talk about how cozy the inn is. The fireplace, the blankets, the hot cocoa. Whatever feels natural. The camera will catch just enough to make people interested.”

Catherine took a breath and nodded slowly. “All right. I’ll try.”

Ren grinned. “That’s the spirit.”

Nicole walked over to the couch and sat down first. She adjusted the neckline of her sweater slightly, pulling it just low enough to hint at the curve of her breasts without showing too much. Then she leaned forward, rested her elbows on her knees, and looked at the camera.

“Like this,” Nicole said. Her voice was warm and inviting. “You’re just talking about the inn. But the angle gives people a little something to look at.”

I couldn’t help but watch. The way Nicole’s sweater draped, the soft swell of her cleavage visible in the firelight, it was subtle, but it was effective.

Catherine watched Nicole carefully, then stood and adjusted the neckline of her own dress. It was conservative, buttoned high, but when she unfastened the top two buttons, the fabric shifted just enough to hint at what lay beneath.

She sat down on the couch beside Nicole and leaned forward, mimicking Nicole’s posture.

Ren raised her phone and nodded approvingly. “Perfect. Now just talk.”

Catherine looked at the camera. Her cheeks were still flushed, but she took a breath and began.

“There’s nothing quite like curling up by the fire on a cold Vermont night,” she said, her voice soft and inviting. “We have blankets, hot cocoa, and all the warmth you could want.” She smiled, and the firelight caught the curve of her neck, the soft line of her collarbone, the hint of cleavage visible at the neckline of her dress. “Come stay with us. You’ll feel right at home.”

Ren lowered the phone and grinned. “Yes. That’s it. That’s exactly what we need.”

Catherine straightened and adjusted her dress, clearly embarrassed but also pleased with herself.

Nicole laughed softly and leaned back on the couch. “See? You’re a natural.”

Ren turned the phone toward me and Kara. “Are you guys seeing this? This is gold.”

Kara glanced up from her laptop and raised an eyebrow. “I’m not going to lie. Even I’m impressed.”

Ren laughed and turned back to Catherine and Nicole. “You know what? We need to do a collab. Bookshop and inn. Because this is turning me on.”

Nicole laughed, and Catherine’s blush deepened, but she smiled too.

Ren continued, her tone teasing but affectionate. “I’m serious. The two of you together? That’s the kind of content people will lose their minds over.”

Nicole shook her head, still laughing. “You’re impossible.”

“I’m effective,” Ren corrected. She glanced at Catherine. “And you, my dear, are finally starting to loosen up.”

Catherine smiled, and for the first time since I’d met her, it wasn’t just polite or professional. It was just real.

Ren’s eyes lit up, and she raised her phone immediately. “That. Right there. That smile. Don’t move.”

Catherine blinked, surprised. “What?”

“That smile,” Ren repeated. “That’s the one we need in the videos. It’s perfect.”

Catherine’s smile widened slightly, and Ren started filming.

I watched from the side as they worked through a few more takes. Catherine’s laughter came easier now, and her movements grew more natural. Nicole stayed beside her, offering gentle encouragement and subtle adjustments. Ren directed with energy and enthusiasm, her own excitement infectious.

Kara glanced up from her laptop again and watched for a moment. Then she looked at me and raised an eyebrow.

“This is working,” she said quietly.

I nodded. “Yeah. It is.”
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By the time they finished, the light outside had faded completely. Snow fell softly against the windows, and the fire crackled warmly in the hearth. Ren reviewed the footage on her phone, nodding approvingly as she scrolled through the clips.

“We got some really good stuff,” she said. “Sexy, warm, cozy. Exactly what we needed.”

Catherine stood near the couch, adjusting the buttons on her dress. She looked tired but satisfied, and her earlier nervousness had been replaced by something lighter.

Nicole walked over to her and smiled. “You did great.”

Catherine met her gaze and smiled back. “Thank you for helping me.”

Nicole reached out and squeezed her hand. “Anytime.”

We’d done good work today. And Catherine Barton had smiled, really smiled.

That felt like progress.

I followed the women down the hallway toward our rooms. The fire glow from the lobby faded behind us, and the softer light of the wall sconces took its place. Our boots made quiet sounds against the hardwood floor.

Nicole walked beside me, her shoulder brushing mine occasionally. Kara led the way with her overnight bag hung from one hand. Ren brought up the rear while she scrolled through the footage on her phone.

We reached the cluster of rooms and stopped. Their three doors faced mine on the other side.

Nicole pulled her coat off and draped it over her arm. She glanced at the others and smiled. “Well. That was productive.”

“Very,” Kara agreed. She set her bag down beside her door and stretched her neck slightly. “Catherine did well.”

Ren lowered her phone and grinned. “She did great. I think we got enough content to really start turning this situation around.”

Nicole nodded. “I hope so.”

They stood there for a moment, and I noticed none of them were moving toward their doors. They looked wide awake despite the late hour.

Kara glanced at me, then at the others. “Anyone else not even remotely tired?”

Nicole laughed softly. “Not at all.”

Ren shook her head. “Nope. I’m completely wired.”

Kara turned to me and raised an eyebrow. “What about you, Lance?”

I leaned against the doorframe and let out a long breath. “Yeah, I’m pretty tired. I worked on the cottage all day, and my shoulders are killing me.”

All three of them looked at me, and then Ren grinned.

“Oh no,” she said, her tone teasing. “Poor Lance. All worn out?”

Nicole bit back a smile. “He did work hard today.”

Kara crossed her arms and smirked. “Maybe we should let him rest.”

Ren laughed. “Or maybe we should give him a reason to stay awake.”

I straightened and shook my head, but I was grinning now. “You’re all impossible.”

“That’s true,” Ren said. She turned and looked at the three doors across from mine, and her expression grew thoughtful. “Wait a second. They’re in order.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“The order you collected us,” Ren said. She pointed at the doors one by one. “Nicole was first. Then Kara. Then me.”

Nicole tilted her head and looked at the doors. “Huh. I didn’t notice that before.”

Kara’s smirk deepened. “Catherine definitely arranged that on purpose.”

Ren laughed. “This has to be intentional.”

Kara shook her head slowly, and her tone turned dry. “After the skin Catherine showed tonight, I can’t be sure about anything with her anymore.”

Nicole laughed at that, and Ren’s grin grew wider.

Ren turned back to me, and her expression shifted into something more playful. “You know what? While we’re all here together, we should have some fun.”

I raised an eyebrow at her. “What kind of fun?”

Ren glanced at Nicole and Kara. “I’m thinking we should play a game.”

Kara’s eyes narrowed slightly, but she looked intrigued. “What kind of game?”

Ren pulled her room key from her pocket and held it up. “We each give Lance our key cards. He visits us one by one.”

Nicole’s eyes widened slightly, but she was smiling. “Ren, that’s ridiculous.”

“Come on,” Ren said. “It’ll be fun.”

Kara considered for a moment, then pulled her key card from her bag. She held it between two fingers and looked at me. “I’m in.”

Nicole hesitated, then laughed softly and pulled her key from her coat pocket. “All right. Why not?”

Ren grinned and walked over to me. She pressed her key card into my hand. “Here you go.”

Kara followed and placed hers in my palm as well. Her fingers lingered for just a moment, and her eyes met mine with a look that was both amused and expectant.

Nicole stepped forward last. She held her key card out, and when I took it, she smiled warmly at me. “No pressure.”

I looked down at the three cards in my hand. The small pieces of plastic felt heavier than they should have.

Ren crossed her arms and leaned against her door. “So? What are you going to do?”

Kara’s smirk hadn’t faded from her face. “We’ll be waiting.”

Nicole’s expression was softer, but something playful had crept into her eyes as well.

A flush of excitement spread through my chest, warm and sudden.

I looked at the three of them standing across from me, and each one watched me with a different expression. Ren wore her teasing grin. Kara projected cool amusement. Nicole radiated gentle warmth.

I didn’t answer them. I just held the key cards and let the moment hang there between us.

One by one, they went inside their rooms and closed the door, leaving me in the hallway with a choice.

But as I looked down at the three card keys in my hand, I remembered that my life was fucking awesome and that I didn’t have to make a choice at all.


Chapter Seventeen




Istepped up to Nicole’s door.

The card reader beeped softly when I swiped it, and the lock clicked open. I pushed the door inward and stepped inside.

Nicole stood beside the bed with her back to me. She’d just pulled her sweater over her head, and her arms were still raised, the soft knit fabric bunched in her hands above her auburn hair.

She froze when she heard the door close.

I didn’t say anything. I just stood there and watched as she lowered the sweater slowly and turned to face me.

She wore a white bra that pushed her breasts up beautifully, the soft curves swelling above the lace edge. Her matching panties sat low on her hips, and the fabric clung to the gentle swell of her ass and the curve of her mound. Her skin was pale and smooth in the lamplight, and the freckles I loved dusted across her collarbone and the tops of her breasts.

Her hazel eyes widened slightly when she saw me, but she didn’t cover herself. She just stood there holding her sweater and looking at me.

I crossed the room in three long strides.

She dropped the sweater, and her lips parted like she was about to say something, but I didn’t give her the chance. I cupped the back of her neck and pulled her into a kiss that was harder and hungrier than I’d planned.

She made a small sound against my mouth, surprised, but then her hands came up and gripped my shoulders. Her fingers dug into the flannel of my shirt, and she kissed me back with the same intensity.

I slid my hand down her spine and gripped her ass, pulling her hips against mine. She gasped into my mouth, and I felt the heat of her body through the thin fabric of her panties.

God, she feels good.

I looked down at her. Her cheeks were flushed, her lips swollen, her breathing already uneven.

I kissed her again, harder this time, and walked her backward until her legs hit the edge of the bed. She sat down heavily, and I followed her, pushing her onto her back and settling between her thighs.

Her legs wrapped around my hips immediately, and she arched against me. I could feel the heat of her through my jeans, the dampness already soaking through the lace of her panties.

I kissed down her throat, tasting the faint salt of her skin, and she tilted her head back to give me more access. Her hands moved to my shirt, fumbling with the buttons, and I pulled back just long enough to shrug it off and toss it aside.

Her eyes roamed over my bare chest, and her hands followed. She traced the lines of muscle across my shoulders and down my ribs, and when her fingers brushed over my stomach, my abs tightened under her touch.

“You’re so beautiful,” she whispered.

I didn’t answer. I reached behind her and unhooked her bra with one hand. The clasp gave easily, and I pulled the straps down her arms and threw the bra onto the floor.

Her breasts spilled free, full and heavy, her nipples already hard. I cupped one breast in my hand and lowered my mouth to the other, sucking her nipple between my lips.

She cried out softly and arched into me. Her hands tangled in my hair, holding me against her, and I sucked harder, flicking my tongue over the tight peak.

“Lance,” she gasped. “Please.”

I released her nipple with a wet sound and kissed my way down her stomach. Her skin was soft and warm under my lips, and when I reached the waistband of her panties, I hooked my fingers into the fabric and pulled them down her legs.

She lifted her hips to help, and the panties slid off easily. I tossed them aside and looked down at her.

She was spread out beneath me, completely bare, her thighs parted, her pussy glistening in the lamplight. The neatly trimmed patch of auburn hair above her slit made my cock throb.

Fuck, she’s perfect.

I ran my hand up the inside of her thigh, and she shivered. When my fingers reached her pussy, I slid one finger through her folds, and she was soaked.

She moaned and rolled her hips against my hand.

I pushed one finger inside her, and her pussy clenched around me immediately. She was hot and wet and tight, and when I added a second finger and started moving them slowly, she whimpered and gripped the sheets.

“You’re so wet,” I said.

She nodded, her eyes squeezed shut. “I’ve been thinking about this all night.”

I curled my fingers inside her, and she gasped. Her hips bucked against my hand, and I felt her inner walls flutter.

She’s close already.

I pulled my fingers out and brought them to my mouth. I sucked them clean, tasting her, and her eyes snapped open. She watched me with her lips parted, her breathing ragged.

I stood and unbuckled my belt. The metal clinked softly in the quiet room, and her eyes dropped to my hands as I unzipped my jeans and pushed them down.

My cock sprang free. I kicked my jeans aside and wrapped my hand around my shaft, stroking slowly.

Her gaze was locked on my cock, and her tongue darted out to wet her lips.

“Come here,” she whispered.

I moved back onto the bed and settled between her thighs. I braced one hand beside her head and guided my cock to her entrance with the other.

The head of my cock pressed against her slick folds, and she whimpered. I pushed forward slowly, and her pussy stretched around me, hot and tight and perfect.

She cried out softly, and her hands came up to grip my shoulders. Her nails dug into my skin, sharp and grounding.

I didn’t stop. I pushed deeper, inch by inch, until I was buried completely inside her. Her pussy clenched around me, and I had to grit my teeth to keep from coming right then.

I stayed still for a moment, letting her adjust, and she wrapped her legs around my hips and pulled me even deeper.

“Move,” she gasped. “Please, Lance, move.”

I pulled back until just the head of my cock was inside her, then thrust forward hard.

She cried out, and her body arched off the bed. I did it again, harder this time, and the sound of our bodies coming together filled the room.

I set a steady rhythm, thrusting into her with deep, deliberate strokes. Her breasts bounced with every movement, and I couldn’t stop watching them. I leaned down and took one nipple into my mouth again, sucking hard while I fucked her.

She moaned and tangled her fingers in my hair. “Yes. God, yes.”

I released her nipple and kissed her hard, swallowing her moans as I drove into her faster. Her pussy was gripping me so tightly I could barely think. Every thrust sent a jolt of pleasure through my entire body.

Her nails raked down my back, and the sting made me thrust harder. She gasped into my mouth, and I felt her body start to tense.

“I’m close,” she whispered against my lips. “I’m so close.”

I reached between us and found her clit with my thumb. I rubbed in slow, tight circles, and she broke.

She came with a strangled cry, her pussy clamping down on my cock. Her whole body shook beneath me, and I kept moving, kept thrusting, drawing her orgasm out until she was trembling and gasping for air.

The sight of her coming undone, the feel of her pussy pulsing around me, it pushed me over the edge.

I buried myself deep inside her and came hard. My orgasm tore through me, white-hot and overwhelming, and I spilled into her with a groan that I couldn’t hold back.

I collapsed onto her, bracing my weight on my forearms so I wouldn’t crush her. We were both breathing hard, our bodies slick with sweat.

Nicole’s hands moved to my face. She cupped my cheeks and kissed me softly, tenderly, and it was so different from the raw intensity of what we’d just done that it made my chest tighten.

I stayed inside her for another moment, feeling the aftershocks of her orgasm fluttering around my cock. Then I pulled out slowly and rolled onto my back beside her.

She curled against my side immediately, resting her head on my chest. Her fingers traced lazy patterns across my ribs, and I wrapped my arm around her shoulders.

We lay there in silence for a few minutes, just breathing.

Finally, Nicole tilted her head up to look at me. Her hazel eyes were soft and warm, but there was a hint of amusement in them too.

“You have two more stops to make,” she said.

I laughed softly. “Yeah.”

She kissed my chest and smiled. “Don’t keep them waiting too long.”

I kissed the top of her head and sat up. My jeans were on the floor, and I pulled them on without bothering with my shirt. Nicole watched me from the bed, her body still flushed and beautiful in the lamplight.

I picked up the two remaining key cards from where I’d set them on the nightstand.

Nicole smiled at me. “Have fun.”


Chapter Eighteen




Kara’s was next in line.

The lock clicked open. I pushed the door open and stepped inside.

Kara leaned against the side of the bed, completely naked, her body on full display in the soft lamplight.

She was tall and lean, all elegant lines and toned muscle. Her dark hair curtained around her shoulders instead of pulled back the way she usually wore it, and the contrast made her look wilder, less controlled. Her breasts were high and firm. Her stomach was flat and toned, her hips narrow, her legs long and perfect.

She raised one eyebrow and looked me over slowly. Her dark eyes traveled down my bare chest, lingered on the bulge already growing in my jeans, then came back up to meet my gaze.

“You didn’t bother putting your shirt back on,” she said.

“Didn’t see the point.”

Her lips curved into a small smile. “Smart.”

I closed the door behind me and locked it.

Kara didn’t move. She just stood there watching me with that cool, assessing look.

I crossed the room slowly, taking my time, letting the anticipation build. She tracked my movement with her eyes but didn’t say anything.

When I reached her, I stopped just close enough that I could feel the heat radiating off her skin. I looked down at her body again—the curve of her breasts, the line of her waist, the swell of her hips—and I took my time about it.

“You’ve been waiting,” I said.

“Of course I have.”

I reached out and ran my hand down her side, from her ribs to her hip. Her skin was smooth and warm under my palm, and I felt her muscles tense slightly at my touch.

“Aren’t you tired after fucking Nicole?” she asked.

I gripped her hip and pulled her against me. Her breasts pressed against my chest.

She just looked up at me with those dark, calculating eyes, and I saw the challenge there.

Good.

I slid my hand around to the small of her back and pulled her even closer. My other hand came up and tangled in her hair. I gripped it firmly, not hard enough to hurt but enough to hold her in place, and her lips parted slightly.

I kissed her.

It wasn’t gentle. I kissed her hard and deep, claiming her mouth the way I planned to claim the rest of her. She kissed me back immediately, her tongue sliding against mine, her hands coming up to grip my shoulders.

I pulled back and looked down at her. Her cheeks were flushed now, her breathing slightly uneven, and some of that cool control had slipped.

There it is.

I released her hair and stepped back. I unbuckled my belt and pushed my jeans down. My cock sprang free, hard again, and her eyes dropped to it immediately.

I kicked my jeans aside and wrapped my hand around my shaft. I stroked slowly, watching her watch me, and I saw her tongue dart out to wet her lips.

“On your knees,” I said.

Her eyes snapped up to mine, and for a moment I thought she might refuse just to be a tease. But then she sank down gracefully, her knees hitting the floor, her hands resting on her thighs.

She looked up at me from that position, and the sight of Kara Parker—sharp, controlled, intimidating Kara—kneeling naked in front of me with her lips parted and her eyes dark with want, it made my cock throb.

I stepped closer until the head of my cock was just inches from her mouth.

“Open,” I said.

She opened her mouth, and I guided my cock between her lips.

The heat of her mouth was immediate and overwhelming. She closed her lips around me and sucked gently, her tongue swirling around the head, and I had to grit my teeth to keep from thrusting forward.

I tangled my hand in her hair again and held her steady. “Take more.”

She did. She relaxed her jaw and took me deeper, inch by inch, until I felt the back of her throat. She gagged slightly, and her hands came up to grip my thighs, but she didn’t pull back.

Fuck.

I held her there for a moment, letting her adjust, then pulled back slowly. She gasped for air when my cock left her mouth, and a string of saliva connected her lips to the head of my cock.

“Again,” I said.

She nodded and opened her mouth wider. I pushed back inside, deeper this time, and she took me without hesitation. Her throat contracted around me, and the sensation was almost too much.

I started moving, thrusting into her mouth with slow, deliberate strokes. She kept her hands on my thighs for balance, and her nails dug into my skin every time I pushed deep.

I looked down and watched my cock disappear between her lips over and over again. Her eyes were watering slightly, her cheeks hollowed as she sucked, and she looked absolutely wrecked.

God, she’s beautiful like this.

I pulled out and stepped back. She gasped and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, her breathing ragged.

“Stand up,” I said.

She stood slowly, and I could see her legs trembling slightly. I walked over to the bed and sat down on the edge, then looked at her.

“Come here.”

She crossed the room and stopped in front of me. I reached out and gripped her hips, pulling her closer until she was standing between my legs.

I ran my hands up her sides, over her ribs, and cupped her breasts. They fit perfectly in my palms, and when I squeezed gently, she let out a soft moan.

I leaned forward and took one nipple into my mouth, sucking hard. She gasped and arched into me, her hands coming up to tangle in my hair.

I released her nipple and looked up at her. “Turn around.”

She hesitated for just a second, then turned. Her back was smooth and toned, and the curve of her ass was perfect. I gripped her hips and pulled her down onto my lap, guiding her until she was straddling me backward, her back to my chest.

I reached around and found her pussy with my fingers. She was soaking wet, and when I slid two fingers inside her, she moaned and rolled her hips.

“You’re so wet already,” I said against her ear.

“I’ve been thinking about this since you walked into Nicole’s room,” she admitted, her voice breathless.

I curled my fingers inside her, and she cried out softly. Her pussy clenched around my fingers, and I could feel how close she was already.

I pulled my fingers out and brought them to her mouth. “Taste.”

She turned her head slightly and took my fingers into her mouth, sucking them clean. Her tongue swirled around them, and I felt my cock jerk against her ass.

I gripped my cock with my other hand and guided it to her entrance. The head pressed against her slick folds, and she whimpered.

“Sit down,” I said.

She lowered herself slowly, and I felt her pussy stretch around me. She was tight—tighter than Nicole—and the sensation of her body gripping me inch by inch was almost unbearable.

She sank down until I was buried completely inside her, and we both groaned.

I gripped her hips and held her still for a moment, letting her adjust. Her head fell back against my shoulder, and her breathing was ragged.

“Move,” I said.

She started to lift herself up, and I helped her, guiding her movements with my hands on her hips. She rose until just the head of my cock was inside her, then sank back down hard.

We both moaned, and she did it again. And again.

She set the rhythm, riding me slowly at first, then faster. Her ass slapped against my thighs with every downward thrust, and the sound filled the room.

I reached around and found her clit with my fingers. I rubbed in tight circles, and she cried out and started moving faster.

“That’s it,” I said against her ear. “Fuck yourself on my cock.”

She moaned and obeyed. She rode me hard, her body bouncing on my lap, her pussy gripping me so tightly I could barely think.

I could feel her getting close. Her movements grew more erratic, her breathing more desperate. I pinched her clit gently, and she broke.

She came with a strangled cry, her entire body going rigid. Her pussy clamped down on my cock so hard it was almost painful, and I had to grip her hips to keep her from collapsing forward.

I didn’t give her time to recover. I stood up, lifting her with me, and bent her forward over the bed. She braced her hands on the mattress, and I gripped her hips and started thrusting.

I fucked her hard and deep, driving into her with no mercy. She was still trembling from her orgasm, and every thrust made her cry out.

“Yes,” she gasped. “God, yes. Harder.”

I gave her what she wanted. I pounded into her, the sound of our bodies coming together echoing through the room. Her ass jiggled with every thrust, and I couldn’t stop watching it.

I reached forward and gathered her hair in my hand, pulling her head back slightly. She moaned and arched her back, and the new angle let me go even deeper.

“You feel so good,” I said through gritted teeth.

“Don’t stop,” she begged. “Please don’t stop.”

I didn’t. I kept thrusting, kept driving into her, and I felt my own orgasm building fast.

I released her hair and gripped her hips with both hands, holding her in place as I fucked her even harder. She was making these desperate, breathless sounds, and I knew she was close again.

I reached around and found her clit. I rubbed it hard, and she screamed.

Her second orgasm hit. Her pussy clenched around me so tightly I couldn’t hold back anymore.

I buried myself deep inside her and came with a groan that tore out of my chest. My orgasm spilled into her in wave after wave.

I stayed buried inside her until the aftershocks faded, then pulled out slowly. Kara collapsed forward onto the bed, her legs trembling.

I sat down beside her and ran my hand down her back. She turned her head to look at me, and her dark eyes were soft in a way I’d never seen before.

“That was…” she started, then trailed off.

“Yeah,” I said.

She smiled slightly and closed her eyes. “You still have one more stop.”

I laughed softly and stood up. My jeans were on the floor, and I pulled them on without bothering with my boxers.

Kara watched me from the bed, her body still flushed and beautiful.

I picked up Ren’s key card from the nightstand and looked at it.

Kara’s smile deepened. “Good luck.”


Chapter Nineteen




The lock on Ren’s door clicked open, and I pushed it wide.

She was standing by the wall, completely naked, her wild dark curls falling around her shoulders. The lamplight caught the curves of her full breasts, her narrow waist, and the edges of her hips.

Her hand was between her legs.

She looked at me over her shoulder, her dark eyes bright with mischief and hunger.

“Took you long enough,” she said.

I stepped inside and locked the door behind me. “You’ve been waiting.”

“Waiting. Listening.” She turned to face me fully. “These walls are thinner than you’d think.”

“You heard?”

“Everything.” She bit her lower lip and smiled. “Kara’s not usually that loud. You must have really done a number on her.”

I crossed the room slowly, taking my time. Ren tracked my movement with her eyes.

When I reached her, I didn’t touch her. I just stood there, close, and looked down at her body.

She was gorgeous in that chaotic, unpolished way that was pure Ren. Her breasts were full and heavy, nipples hard. The curve of her waist led down to generous hips, and between her thighs I could see the dark hair and the glistening wetness that told me exactly how turned on she was.

“You’ve been touching yourself,” I said.

She nodded. “Since you were with Kara. I couldn’t help it.”

I reached out and ran my hand down her side, from her ribs to her hip. Her skin was warm and soft, and she shivered under my touch.

“Show me,” I said.

Her eyes widened slightly. “What?”

“Show me what you were doing. I want to watch.”

For a second I thought she might refuse, but then her lips curved into a wicked smile. She sat down on the edge of the bed and leaned back on her hands, spreading her legs wide.

I stayed standing, watching, as she slid one hand down her stomach and between her thighs.

She ran her fingers through her folds slowly, and I saw them come away slick. She circled her clit with two fingers, and her hips rolled slightly.

“Like this,” she said, her voice breathless. “I was thinking about you. About what you were doing to them.”

I pulled my jeans and boxers off. My cock was already hard again, and I wrapped my hand around it and stroked slowly.

Ren’s eyes dropped to my hand, and she bit her lip. Her fingers moved faster, and I could hear the wet sounds as she touched herself.

“Did you come?” I asked.

She shook her head. “I was close. But I wanted to wait for you.”

I stepped closer and gripped her wrist, pulling her hand away from her pussy. Her fingers were slick and shining, and I brought them to my mouth and sucked them clean.

She moaned, and her hips lifted off the bed.

I released her hand and knelt down in front of her. Her thighs were spread wide, her pussy right at eye level, and I could see how wet she was. The scent of her filled my lungs.

I leaned forward and ran my tongue through her folds in one slow, deliberate stroke.

She cried out and grabbed my hair. Her thighs trembled on either side of my head.

I did it again, this time focusing on her clit. I flicked my tongue over the swollen bud, and her whole body jerked.

“Fuck,” she gasped. “Lance, please.”

I didn’t make her wait. I sealed my lips around her clit and sucked hard while I pushed two fingers inside her.

Her pussy was hot and slick and tight, and when I curled my fingers and found that spot inside her, she nearly came off the bed.

I worked her methodically, sucking her clit while my fingers moved inside her, and within seconds she was shaking.

“I’m going to come,” she warned, her voice high and desperate. “I’m⁠—”

She broke off with a strangled cry as her orgasm hit. Her pussy clenched my fingers, and her thighs clamped down on either side of my head. I kept moving, kept sucking, drawing it out until she was trembling and gasping.

When she finally went limp, I pulled my fingers out and stood up. She was sprawled on the bed, her chest heaving, her curls wild around her face.

I looked down at her for a moment, then walked over to the armchair by the window and sat down.

She lifted her head and looked at me, her eyes still hazy. “What are you doing?”

I leaned back in the chair and stroked my cock slowly. “Come here.”

She sat up, her movements still a little unsteady, and crossed the room. When she reached me, I gripped her hips and turned her around.

“On your knees,” I said.

She sank down gracefully, and I spread my thighs wider to make room for her. She settled between them and looked up at me, her dark eyes bright with anticipation.

I guided my cock to her lips. “Open.”

She opened her mouth and took me inside without hesitation. The heat of her mouth was immediate and overwhelming, and I groaned.

She didn’t go slow. She took me deep right away, relaxing her throat and swallowing around me. I felt the tight grip of her throat, and my hands clenched on the arms of the chair.

“Fuck,” I breathed.

She pulled back and looked up at me with a wicked smile. “You like that?”

“You know I do.”

She laughed softly and took me back into her mouth. This time she used her hand too, stroking the base of my cock while she sucked. Her other hand cupped my balls, squeezing gently, and the combination of sensations made my vision blur.

I tangled my hand in her wild curls and held her steady. She moaned around my cock, and the vibration nearly undid me.

“Ren,” I said, my voice rough. “If you keep doing that, I’m going to come in your mouth.”

She pulled back just enough to speak. “Maybe I want you to.”

I tightened my grip in her hair. “Not yet.”

I pulled her up and into my lap in one smooth motion. She straddled me, her knees on either side of my hips, and I gripped her ass with both hands.

Her pussy was right above my cock, and I could feel the heat of her, the wetness. She looked down at me with her lips parted, her breathing ragged.

“You ready?” I asked.

She nodded. “God, yes.”

I lifted her slightly and positioned my cock at her entrance. Then I pulled her down hard.

She took me in one thrust, and we both groaned. Her pussy was tight and hot and slick, and the feeling of her gripping me made my head fall back against the chair.

She didn’t wait. She started moving immediately, lifting herself up and sinking back down, riding me hard and fast.

Her breasts bounced with every movement, and I couldn’t stop watching them. I leaned forward and took one nipple into my mouth, sucking hard.

She cried out and rode me faster. Her nails dug into my shoulders, and I felt the sting all the way down my spine.

I released her nipple and gripped her hips, guiding her movements, pulling her down harder onto my cock. The sound of our bodies coming together filled the room, wet and obscene.

“You feel so good,” she gasped. “So fucking good.”

I slid one hand around to her ass and squeezed hard. She moaned and ground down against me, taking me even deeper.

“Touch yourself,” I said.

She didn’t hesitate. She slid one hand between us and found her clit, rubbing in tight circles while she kept riding me.

I could feel her getting close again. Her movements grew more frantic, her breathing more ragged. Her pussy was gripping me so tightly I could barely think.

“Come for me,” I said. “I want to feel it.”

She whimpered and rubbed her clit harder. Her thighs were shaking, her whole body trembling.

“Lance,” she gasped. “I’m⁠—”

She came with a scream, her pussy clamping down on my cock like a vise. Her whole body went rigid, and I had to hold her in place to keep her from collapsing.

I didn’t stop. I kept thrusting up into her, driving through her orgasm, and she sobbed with pleasure.

“I can’t,” she gasped. “It’s too much.”

“Yes, you can.” I gripped her hips tighter and fucked her harder. “Give me another one.”

She shook her head, but her body obeyed. I felt her pussy start to flutter again, and I knew she was close.

I reached between us and found her clit with my thumb. I rubbed hard, and she broke.

Her second orgasm tore through her, even stronger than the first. She screamed my name, her nails raking down my chest, and the pain mixed with the pleasure and pushed me over the edge.

I buried myself deep inside her and came with a groan that echoed through the room. My orgasm hit me and I spilled into her until I had nothing left.

We stayed like that for a long moment, both of us breathing hard, our bodies slick with sweat.

Finally, Ren lifted her head from where it had fallen against my shoulder. She looked at me with dazed, satisfied eyes.

She shifted slightly, and I was still inside her. She winced and lifted herself off carefully, and I felt the loss immediately.

She collapsed into the chair beside mine, her legs sprawled, her body boneless. I stood up slowly and found my boxers on the floor.

Ren watched me pull them on, a lazy smile on her face. “That was worth the wait.”

I grinned. “Good.”

She stretched like a cat and sighed contentedly. “You’re going to sleep well tonight.”

I leaned down and kissed her forehead. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

She caught my hand and squeezed.

I walked to the door and looked back at her one more time. She was still sprawled in the chair, naked and beautiful and completely at ease.

I stepped into the hallway and closed the door behind me.

The inn was quiet. Everyone else was asleep or at least tucked away in their rooms. I walked back to my own room slowly, feeling the pleasant ache in my muscles and the deep satisfaction that came from knowing all three of them were happy.

I unlocked my door and stepped inside. The room was dark and cool, and I didn’t bother turning on the light. I just collapsed onto the bed.

Sleep came almost immediately.


Chapter Twenty




Iwoke up sore in places I didn’t usually think about. My shoulders ached, my lower back throbbed, and my thighs burned with the kind of bone-deep tiredness that came from physical exertion that had nothing to do with swinging a hammer.

Every bit of it had been worth it.

I showered, dressed in my work clothes, and headed down to the dining room. Catherine had already cleared breakfast, but the coffee in the pot was still warm. I poured a cup and drank half of it standing at the sideboard before I felt remotely human.

Walter was already at the caretaker’s cottage when I got there, measuring the doorframe with his old metal tape measure. He looked up when I approached and nodded.

“Morning,” he said.

“Morning.”

We got to work. Today we were framing out the new bathroom, which meant running studs, checking plumbing, and making sure everything was square before we committed to it. I followed Walter’s lead and tried to keep up.

Around mid-morning, I reached up to set a stud into place and my shoulders protested. I winced and rolled them, trying to work out the stiffness.

Walter noticed. He always noticed.

“You look tired,” he said.

I hammered in a nail and didn’t look at him. “Long night.”

“Uh-huh.” There was amusement in his voice, dry and knowing. “That the kind of long night where you get a lot of sleep, or the other kind?”

I glanced at him. He was watching me with those sharp blue eyes, and the faintest hint of a smile tugged at the corner of his mouth.

“The other kind,” I said.

He nodded slowly and turned back to his work. “Figured.”

We didn’t say anything else about it. Walter wasn’t the type to pry, and I wasn’t about to volunteer details. We just kept working.

By noon, we’d made good progress. The framing was nearly done, and we were ready to start thinking about the plumbing rough-in. Walter stood back and looked at the wall we’d just built, his arms crossed.

“We need to figure out where the drain line’s going to run,” he said. “Catherine mentioned something about the septic system when we started, but I don’t remember exactly what she said. We might be able to tie into the main line from the inn, or we might need to run a new one.”

I wiped my hands on my jeans. “I’ll go ask her.”

“Good. I’ll start laying out the electrical boxes.”

I walked back to the inn. The day was cold and clear, the kind of December afternoon where the sunlight was bright but gave no warmth. My breath fogged in the air.

Inside, the inn was quiet. The front desk was empty, with no sign of Catherine and no guests checking in or out. I walked up to the desk and looked around.

“Catherine?” I called.

No answer came.

I stepped behind the desk and walked down the short hallway that led to her office. The door stood open a few inches, and I could hear voices inside. I knocked lightly on the doorframe and pushed the door open a little wider.

Catherine sat behind her desk with her hands folded in front of her. Kara occupied one of the chairs across from her, leaning forward slightly, her posture tense.

They both looked up when I appeared.

I stopped in the doorway. The air in the room felt heavy, as though I’d walked into the middle of something serious. Tears had reddened the rims of Catherine’s eyes, and Kara’s expression was carefully neutral.

“Sorry,” I said, already starting to back out. “I didn’t mean to interrupt. I’ll come back later.”

“No,” Catherine said quickly. Her voice was steady, but there was a tightness to it. “It’s fine. Come in.”

I hesitated. Kara glanced at Catherine, then back at me, and gave a small nod.

I stepped into the office and closed the door behind me.
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The room felt smaller with all three of us in it. Catherine sat behind her desk, her hands folded in front of her, but the posture that was usually so controlled looked fragile now. Her eyes were red-rimmed, her mascara slightly smeared.

I’d never seen Catherine Barton cry before.

Kara sat in one of the chairs across from the desk. She looked up at me, her dark eyes calm but watchful. She didn’t say anything. She just gave me a small nod, the kind that said it’s okay and be careful at the same time.

“I can come back,” I said again. “Walter just had a question about the plumbing, but it can wait.”

Catherine shook her head. “No. Stay.” Her voice was steady, but there was something underneath it. “Please.”

The word surprised me. Catherine didn’t say please like that. She said it the way you’d say it to a waiter or a guest—polite, automatic. This was different. She was asking for something.

I pulled the second chair away from the wall and sat down.

“Kara was asking me about Richard,” Catherine said as she looked down at her hands.

I glanced at Kara. Her expression didn’t change.

“You don’t have to talk about this,” I said. “Not with me here.”

“I know.” Catherine’s voice was barely above a whisper. “But Kara thinks I should. And I think…” She stopped. Her jaw tightened, and she pressed her lips together. “I think maybe she’s right.”

Kara leaned forward slightly. “Catherine, you’ve been carrying this alone for four years. You don’t have to do that anymore.”

Catherine let out a sound that might have been a laugh if it weren’t so hollow. “I don’t know how to do it any other way.”

“I know,” Kara said. “That’s why you need to start.”

Catherine took a breath. Then another. Her hands were trembling slightly, and she pressed them flat against the desk to steady them.

“Richard died four years ago,” she said. “Heart attack. He was eating breakfast. And then he just…” Her voice caught. “He just wasn’t there anymore.”

I watched her face. The control was slipping. I could see it happening in real time—the careful composure she’d spent decades building, cracking at the edges.

“I called 911,” she continued. “I rode in the ambulance. I sat in the waiting room while they treated him, I filled out paperwork, I answered questions, I called Daniel, I called Richard’s mother, I called the inn to tell them breakfast service would be delayed.” Her voice was getting faster now, the words tumbling out. “I handled everything. I handled the funeral. I handled the casseroles. I handled the sympathy cards and the life insurance and the estate paperwork. I handled Daniel falling apart and then pulling away. I handled the inn’s busy season starting two weeks after we buried him.”

She looked up at me, and her eyes were bright with tears she wasn’t letting fall.

“I handled everything,” she said. “Because that’s what I do. That’s who I am. I handle things.”

“And you never stopped to grieve,” Kara said softly.

Catherine’s face crumpled.

It happened fast. One moment she was holding herself together, and the next she wasn’t. The tears spilled over, running down her cheeks, and her shoulders shook with the force of sobs she couldn’t hold back anymore.

I’d seen women cry before. But this was different. This was four years of grief hitting all at once, a dam finally breaking after holding back a flood for far too long.

Kara moved first. She stood and came around the desk, pulling Catherine into her arms. Catherine buried her face against Kara’s shoulder and sobbed—raw, ugly, gasping sobs that shook her whole body.

I stayed in my chair. I didn’t know what to do. This felt too private, too intimate, like I was intruding on something sacred.

But Catherine had asked me to stay. So I stayed.

Kara held her and murmured things I couldn’t quite hear. Soothing words. The kind of things you say when someone you care about is falling apart and all you can do is be there while it happens.

It went on for a long time. Minutes, maybe. I lost track. Catherine’s sobs eventually quieted, her breathing evening out, but she didn’t pull away from Kara. She just stayed there, her face hidden, her shoulders still trembling.

When she finally lifted her head, her face was a wreck. Mascara streaked down her cheeks. Her eyes were swollen and red. Her nose was running, and she wiped at it with the back of her hand—a gesture so undignified, so unlike the Catherine I knew, that it made my chest ache.

She looked at me.

“I’m sorry,” she said. Her voice was hoarse. “You shouldn’t have to see this.”

“Don’t apologize.”

“I never cry in front of people.” She laughed, a watery, broken sound. “I haven’t cried in front of anyone since I was a child.”

“Maybe that’s the problem,” I said.

She stared at me. Then she laughed again, and this time it sounded a little more real.

“Maybe it is.”

Kara handed her a tissue from the box on the desk. Catherine took it and dabbed at her face, though it didn’t do much good. She was past the point where a tissue could fix anything.

“I loved him,” Catherine said quietly. She wasn’t looking at either of us now. She was looking at the window, at the pale winter light filtering through the glass. “I know people in town thought we had a boring marriage. No passion. No drama. Just two people going through the motions.” She shook her head. “They were wrong. We had something good. Something steady. He made me laugh. He listened to me. He never tried to change me.”

She paused. Her hand went to her bare ring finger.

“But I never told him,” she whispered. “Not the way I should have. I assumed he knew. I assumed we had time. But we didn’t.”

Kara put a hand on her shoulder.

“I was supposed to grieve,” Catherine said. “I was supposed to fall apart and let people take care of me and then slowly put myself back together. That’s what you’re supposed to do when your husband dies. But I couldn’t. I had the inn. I had Daniel. I had responsibilities. So I put the grief in a box and I told myself I’d deal with it later.”

She looked at me again, and there was something almost defiant in her expression.

“Four years later, it’s still in the box. I’ve never opened it. I’ve never let myself feel any of it. And I think…” She stopped. Her chin trembled. “I think I’ve been so afraid of falling apart that I forgot how to be whole.”

The room was quiet.

I didn’t have any wise words. I didn’t have any advice. I was twenty-eight years old, and I’d never lost a spouse, never buried someone I’d spent half my life with. I didn’t know what to say.

But I knew what to do.

I stood up from my chair and walked around the desk. Catherine watched me come, her red-rimmed eyes uncertain. I stopped in front of her and held out my hand.

She looked at it for a moment. Then she took it.

I pulled her up from her chair and into my arms.

She went rigid at first. I could feel the resistance in her body, the instinct to pull away, to rebuild the walls. But I didn’t let go. I just held her, one hand on her back, the other cradling the back of her head.

And slowly, very slowly, she relaxed.

Her forehead dropped to my shoulder. Her hands came up to grip the front of my shirt. She didn’t cry again—she was probably empty by now—but she held on to me like I was the only thing keeping her standing.

I looked over her head at Kara. She was watching us with an expression I couldn’t quite read. Approval, maybe. Or something deeper.

“It’s okay,” I said quietly. I wasn’t sure if I was talking to Catherine or to Kara or to myself. “You don’t have to carry it alone anymore.”

Catherine’s grip on my shirt tightened.

We stood there for a long time.


Chapter Twenty-One




Ileft the inn through the back entrance and walked across the frosted grass to the caretaker’s cottage. My shirt was still damp where she’d cried into it.

Walter sat on an overturned five-gallon bucket just inside, drinking water from a metal thermos.

“Well, what did she say?” he asked when I approached.

“I didn’t get a chance to ask her.”

Walter lowered the thermos. His blue eyes studied me for a moment, taking in whatever he saw there. He didn’t ask why. He just nodded slowly.

“Now’s not a good time,” I said. “I think we should probably just take the rest of the day off.”

Walter glanced past me toward the inn, then back at my face. His expression didn’t change.

He screwed the cap back onto his thermos and stood up. “All right.”

With the rest of the afternoon off, I spent it at the inn without doing much of anything. I sat in the common room for a while with a book I wasn’t really paying attention to. I walked through the lobby a few times and nodded at guests who passed by. I stood at the window and watched the light change on the snow.

I didn’t see Catherine again. Her office door stayed closed.

Around one, I found Nicole in the dining room while she set up for afternoon tea service. She looked up when I walked in and smiled.

“Hey,” she said. “I was wondering where you were.”

“Just hanging around.”

She studied my face for a moment, then set down the teapot she’d been holding. “Have you eaten?”

“Not yet.”

“Come on.”

From the kitchen, we picked up sandwiches with thick slices of bread, turkey, cheese, lettuce, and mustard. We sat at the small table in the corner, the one Catherine probably used for her own meals when she wasn’t hosting guests.

Nicole waited until I’d taken a few bites before she asked, “What’s going on with Catherine? Kara mentioned something but didn’t have time to tell me.”

I told her. Not all of it, because Catherine’s grief wasn’t mine to share in detail, but I told her enough. I told her that Catherine had been talking with Kara, that she’d broken down, that four years of grief had finally come out all at once.

Nicole listened without interrupting. Her eyes stayed on my face, warm and intent, and she reached across the table to rest her hand on mine.

“Poor Catherine,” she said quietly when I finished. “She’s been carrying that alone all this time.”

We sat there for a while and finished our sandwiches in companionable silence. Nicole didn’t try to fill the quiet with meaningless words, and I appreciated that. She just stayed present with her hand still resting on mine and her warmth steady beside me.

“You did the right thing,” she said eventually. “Staying with her. Letting her lean on you.”

“I didn’t do anything.”

“You did exactly what she needed.” Nicole smiled. “Sometimes that’s all anyone can do.”

The afternoon drifted into evening. The light outside turned golden, then faded to blue, then disappeared entirely. Guests filled the inn’s dining room for dinner, and Nicole went to help Catherine with service. I retreated to my room for a while, showered, and changed into clean clothes.

By the time I came back down, dinner was in full swing. I grabbed a plate from the buffet and I found a seat at one of the smaller tables near the window.

Nicole joined me a few minutes later with her own plate in hand. She’d tied her hair back in a loose bun, and a few strands had escaped to frame her face.

“Ren’s coming down,” she said as she sat.

I raised an eyebrow. “She finally woke up?”

“Apparently she did.”

Right on cue, Ren appeared in the doorway. She looked rumpled and energized in equal measure, with her curls pulled into a messy knot and wearing an oversized sweater. Her eyes were bright and alert. She scanned the room, spotted us, and headed straight over.

“Evening,” she said with a grin.

“Look who’s alive,” I said. “How was your nap?”

“It was productive.”

Nicole laughed. “You’ve been asleep all day.”

“I have not.” Ren pulled out a chair and dropped into it. “I’ve been internet sleuthing.”

I glanced at Nicole, who looked as confused as I felt. “Sleuthing for what?”

“Brittany Griffin.” Ren’s grin widened. “I’ve been digging into her whole operation. Every post she’s ever made, every business she’s tagged, every complaint she’s filed. I’ve been collecting all of it, and I’ve sent everything I found to Kara.”

“Why Kara?” I asked.

“Because Kara knows how to build a case.” Ren’s smile turned wicked. “And because Kara and I are filming a video tonight.”

I set down my fork. “What kind of video?”

“The kind that’s going to expose Brittany Griffin for exactly what she is.”

Nicole’s eyes widened. “Ren, are you sure about this?”

“Relax. We’re not doing anything illegal. We’re just providing context. We’re showing the receipts. We’re letting people see the truth.”

I studied her face. She was practically vibrating with excitement, the way she always did when she had a project she believed in.

“What’s the video going to say?” I asked.

Ren’s grin widened. “If you want to know, you’ll have to be there for it.”

“Where?”

“In the lobby. Tonight.”

She stood up, grabbed a roll from the basket on the table, and took a bite. She walked off toward the buffet and left Nicole and me staring after her.

Nicole looked at me. “She sure knows how to build anticipation.”


Chapter Twenty-Two




Iknocked on Kara’s door at eight forty-five that night.

“Come in,” she called.

I found her at the small desk by the window with her laptop open. She’d changed clothes since this afternoon and now wore dark jeans and a fitted black sweater that made her look like she was about to lead a corporate takeover. She’d pulled her hair back in that sleek style she favored, and she typed something with focused intensity.

She glanced up when I entered. “Hey.”

“Hey.” I closed the door behind me. “What are you working on?”

“The script for tonight’s video.” She turned the laptop toward me slightly. “Ren sent me what feels like a thousand screenshots and links. I’ve been organizing them into something coherent.”

I walked over and looked at the screen. She’d created a document with timestamps, quotes, and links to Brittany’s various social media posts. Each entry had a brief note attached explaining the context.

“This is thorough,” I said.

“I don’t do things halfway.” Kara saved the document and closed the laptop. She leaned back in her chair and looked up at me.

“Today was a lot,” I said. “Seeing Catherine like that.”

Kara nodded slowly. “Yeah.”

I pulled the other chair over and sat down across from her. “What happened after I left?”

“We talked. She told me about Richard. About their marriage. About how she’s been holding everything in for four years because she didn’t know how to do anything else.”

“Did it help? Talking about it?”

“I think so. She cried for a long time. Then we just sat there for a while.” Kara paused. “She apologized for crying in front of me. I told her that was exactly the kind of thing she needed to stop apologizing for.”

I smiled slightly. “How’d she take that?”

“About as well as you’d expect from someone who’s spent her entire life being told that emotions are something you deal with in private.” Kara reached for her water glass on the desk and took a sip. “But she’s starting to open up. She’s been texting me since this afternoon. Just little things about how she’s feeling, what she’s thinking about. She’s never done that before.”

“That’s good,” I said.

“It is.” Kara set the glass down. “I’ve been letting it happen. Just responding when she reaches out, not pushing for more. She needs to set the pace.”

I watched her face. There was something different about Kara tonight. Not softer, exactly, but more present.

“This is good for you too,” I said.

She raised an eyebrow. “How so?”

“You’re not used to people leaning on you. Not like this. Not for emotional stuff.”

Kara’s mouth curved slightly. “I’m getting better at it.”

We sat in comfortable silence for a moment. From somewhere in the inn, I heard the faint sound of voices and footsteps as guests moved through the hallways, the normal evening rhythm of the place.

“There’s something else you should know,” Kara said. Her tone had shifted slightly, and there was a glint of amusement in her dark eyes.

“What?”

“Catherine is going to be horny as hell.”

I blinked. “What?”

Kara’s smile widened. “She’s just released four years of pent-up grief. All that energy she’s been using to keep herself locked down has to go somewhere.”

I stared at her. “Are you serious?”

“Completely.” Kara leaned forward slightly and rested her elbows on her knees. “It’s a pretty common response, actually. When people finally let themselves feel something they’ve been repressing, it tends to unlock everything else they’ve been holding back. Including desire.”

I thought about this for a moment, but couldn’t quite see it. “Maybe with some people, but not with Catherine.”

“Fine. Don’t believe me if you don’t want. You’ll see for yourself.”

“Why will I see?”

“Because you’re the only eligible man in her vicinity.”

Heat flared in my chest. I shifted in my chair.

“Kara—”

“I’m just giving you a heads-up,” she said, her tone light. “So you’re not completely blindsided when it happens.”

“When what happens?”

“When Catherine decides she’s done waiting.”

I was about to demand more context when there was a soft knock at the door.

Before I could say anything, Kara stood and went to the door. She opened it, and Catherine stepped inside.

She’d had changed clothes. The conservative blouse and cardigan she’d worn this afternoon were gone. Now she wore dark jeans that fit her perfectly and a shirt I’d never seen before. It was deep burgundy, with a neckline that plunged low enough to reveal the swell of her breasts and the shadow of cleavage between them.

It wasn’t obscene. It wasn’t even particularly provocative by most standards. But on Catherine Barton, who was always buttoned-up and proper and in control, it was devastating.

Her hair was down. I’d never seen her wear it down before. It fell past her shoulders in soft waves, honey blonde and shining in the lamplight. She’d put on makeup, subtle but there. A touch of color on her lips, something that made her blue eyes look bigger and brighter.

“Hi,” she said. Her voice was steady, but there was something underneath it, something warm and aware and alive.

I realized I was staring. I cleared my throat and stood up. “Hi.”

Kara glanced between the two of us, her expression utterly calm. “Ready to film?”

“Yes.” Catherine’s eyes stayed on mine for another beat before she looked at Kara. “Ren’s setting up downstairs. She said we should come down when you’re ready.”

“Perfect.” Kara picked up her laptop and tucked it under her arm. “Let’s go.”

She walked past Catherine and out into the hallway, leaving the two of us alone in the room.

Catherine didn’t move. She just stood there in the doorway, backlit by the hall light, wearing that shirt and looking at me like she was seeing something she hadn’t noticed before.

“You look nice,” I said. The words came out rougher than I intended.

She smiled. “Thank you.”

She turned and walked into the hallway. I followed, and my eyes dropped for just a second to the way her jeans hugged her hips.


Chapter Twenty-Three




Someone had rearranged the lobby. Two armchairs now occupied the corner near the fireplace, angled toward each other with a small side table between them. Ren’s phone sat mounted on a tripod a few feet away, already positioned and ready.

Nicole and Ren both turned when we entered. Their faces lit up instantly.

“Oh my God,” Ren said, her voice rising. “Look at you!”

Nicole’s hands went to her mouth. “Catherine, you look stunning.”

Catherine stopped just inside the lobby, and I watched her face transform. She smiled and ducked her head slightly.

“Thank you,” she said.

Ren crossed the space between them and took Catherine’s hands, holding her arms out to the sides so she could look her up and down. “That shirt. Those jeans. Your hair down. You look incredible. Seriously, you’re gorgeous.”

“You’re so pretty,” Nicole added as she came closer. “And sexy. God, Catherine, you’ve been hiding this the whole time?”

Catherine laughed, a genuine sound that made something warm bloom in my chest. “I suppose I have.”

Nicole tilted her head. “Where did this come from?”

Catherine’s smile didn’t falter. She met Nicole’s eyes and said, without missing a beat, “I’m ready to do whatever I have to do to protect my inn’s reputation from this bitch.”

Silence held for a beat, then all three women erupted into laughter and cheers. Ren threw her hands in the air. Nicole clapped. Even Kara, standing off to the side with her laptop, looked up and grinned.

“Hell yes, you are,” Ren said. She hugged Catherine quickly, then stepped back and looked at Kara. “Are you ready?”

Kara didn’t look up from her screen. “Give me a few more minutes. I’m finishing the last of the script.”

“Okay.” Ren turned back to Nicole and Catherine. “We can start with the joint video while we wait.”

“What joint video?” I asked.

Ren glanced at me and grinned. “You’ll see.”

Nicole reached for the hem of her oversized sweater and pulled it over her head in one smooth motion.

Underneath, she wore a fitted black shirt with a neckline that plunged low enough to make my breath catch. It hugged her curves, emphasized her breasts, and showed more skin than I’d ever seen her reveal in public.

I stared.

“What’s going on?” I asked.

Ren’s grin widened. “We’re doing a mashup. Bookshop lady and inn lady together.”

She gestured toward the two chairs by the fireplace. Nicole and Catherine moved toward them and settled into the seats with an ease that suggested they’d already discussed this. They angled their bodies toward each other and leaned in slightly, and the way they sat put them close enough that their shoulders nearly touched.

Close enough that their breasts pressed against each other just slightly.

I couldn’t help noticing.

Ren tapped her phone screen a few times to check the angle. She adjusted the tripod slightly, tilted it down, then stepped back to look.

“Perfect,” she said. She glanced at me. “Lance, you’re in the shot. Move.”

I stepped to the side and positioned myself near the fireplace where I could still see them but wouldn’t interfere with the frame.

Ren hit record.

Nicole and Catherine both straightened slightly, and their faces shifted into something warmer and more welcoming. They looked at the camera together, and when Nicole spoke, her voice was clear and steady.

“Hi, everyone. I’m Nicole Hill from Birch and Bower Books. A lot of you found me through TikTok, and I just want to say thank you. The support you’ve shown my little bookshop has been overwhelming in the best way.”

Catherine’s smile was polished but genuine. “And I’m Catherine Barton. I own the Inn at Founder’s Falls, right here in Mapleton. Nicole and I have been friends for years, and we thought it was time to introduce you to her favorite place to send her out-of-town customers.”

Nicole leaned forward slightly. The movement made her shirt shift, and I watched the camera catch the curve of her body, the warmth in her expression. “When people message me asking where to stay when they visit the bookshop, I always tell them the same thing. Stay at Catherine’s inn. It’s not far from my front door, the rooms are beautiful, and Catherine makes the best breakfast you’ve ever had.”

“She’s biased,” Catherine said, “but I appreciate it.”

Nicole shook her head. “I’m not biased. I’ve eaten your blueberry scones. I know what I’m talking about.”

Catherine’s expression softened with genuine warmth. “The inn has been in my family for three generations. Every room has a view of the falls or the mountains, and we pride ourselves on making guests feel like they’re coming home.”

“So if you’ve been thinking about making the trip to Mapleton, now you know.” Nicole gestured between herself and Catherine. “Visit me at the bookshop, stay at Catherine’s inn, and spend a weekend in the most charming small town in Vermont.”

Catherine looked directly into the camera. “We’d love to have you.”

Nicole nodded. “We’ll see you soon.”

They both held their smiles for a beat longer. Then Ren stepped forward and tapped her phone screen to stop the recording.

“That’ll be good,” Ren said as she reviewed the footage on her phone. “Short, sweet, wholesome. People are going to eat it up.”

Nicole stood from her chair and smoothed her hands down her jeans. “When do we post it?”

“After Kara’s video goes live,” Ren said. “We’ll ride the wave of attention she generates.”

Catherine remained seated with her posture still perfect and her hands folded in her lap. She looked calm, composed, and utterly different from the woman who’d broken down crying in her office this afternoon.

Ren glanced toward the hallway, then back at us. “When Kara’s ready, it’s time to move on from the nice, cozy stuff and get to the hard-hitting stuff.”

As if on cue, Kara stepped into the lobby.


Chapter Twenty-Four




Ihadn’t even realized she’d left. One moment she’d been sitting nearby with her laptop, and the next she was gone. Now she was back, and she’d changed clothes.

The black sweater and jeans were gone. In their place, she wore a fitted white blouse with a neckline that dipped low enough to reveal the elegant line of her collarbone and the beginning curve of her breasts. She had tucked the shirt into tailored black trousers that emphasized her long legs and the sharp lines of her hips. She still wore her hair pulled back, and her makeup was subtle but flawless.

Heat coiled low in my gut.

Kara crossed the lobby without looking at any of us and settled into the chair Catherine had just vacated. She positioned herself slightly off-center, angled toward the camera, and rested one hand on the arm of the chair. The fireplace behind her cast warm light across her face and shoulders.

Ren moved the tripod a few inches to the right, checked the angle, and nodded. “Are you ready?”

Kara’s eyes flicked to the camera. “I am.”

Ren tapped the record button.

Kara waited a beat with her expression calm and unreadable. Then she looked directly into the lens.

“My name is Kara Parker,” she said. Her voice was clear and measured, and it carried the kind of authority that made people sit up and pay attention. “I’m a corporate attorney with fifteen years of experience specializing in contract law, fraud litigation, and business ethics. I graduated summa cum laude from Columbia Law School and was a partner at Whitmore & Vanderpool LLP in Manhattan before I retired. I’m sharing these credentials with you because what I’m about to say isn’t speculation or opinion. It’s a legal analysis based on evidence that’s been carefully compiled and verified.”

She paused and let that sink in.

“Over the past several days,” she continued, “a social media content creator named Brittany Griffin has been targeting a business here in Mapleton, Vermont. Specifically, she’s been targeting the Inn at Founder’s Falls, a family-owned bed-and-breakfast that’s been serving this community for three generations. Ms. Griffin stayed at the inn under false pretenses, manufactured grievances about her experience, and has since used her platform to defame the business and its owner. This behavior is unacceptable. It’s also, in many cases, illegal.”

Kara shifted slightly in her chair, and the movement drew my eyes to the line of her throat, the way the firelight caught on her skin.

“I want to be clear about something,” Kara said. “This isn’t about silencing criticism. Business owners aren’t immune to accountability, and legitimate reviews, even negative ones, are an important part of consumer transparency. But what Brittany Griffin has been doing is not legitimate criticism. It’s a pattern of predatory behavior designed to extract money, goods, and services from small businesses under threat of reputational harm.”

She picked up a small stack of printed pages from the side table and held them up briefly before setting them back down.

“With the help of a colleague, I’ve compiled documentation of Ms. Griffin’s activities over the past eighteen months. What we found is a clear and consistent pattern. I’ll walk you through it.”

Kara leaned forward slightly with her eyes never leaving the camera.

“First,” she said, “Ms. Griffin targets small, family-owned businesses in tourist-heavy areas. She reaches out via direct message or email, often presenting herself as a ‘lifestyle and travel content creator’ with a significant following. She offers to create content in exchange for complimentary stays, food and beverage, or services. Many businesses agree because they believe the exposure will be beneficial.

“Once Ms. Griffin receives the complimentary service, she manufactures a grievance. The grievance is always minor. A room that’s too warm, a lunch that took too long, a view that wasn’t quite what she expected. She documents the issue extensively on social media, often exaggerating or fabricating details to make the business appear incompetent or negligent.”

Kara’s tone remained calm, but there was steel underneath it.

“Then comes the extortion. Ms. Griffin contacts the business privately and offers to remove the negative content or post a positive follow-up in exchange for additional compensation. Sometimes this takes the form of a refund for services she didn’t pay for in the first place. Sometimes it’s a cash payment framed as ‘reconciliation’ or ‘goodwill.’ Sometimes it’s additional free services. The business, fearing further damage to their reputation, often complies.”

She picked up the stack of papers again and tapped them against the arm of the chair.

“We identified at least four businesses in three states where this exact pattern occurred. A bed-and-breakfast in Maine. A family-run restaurant in New Hampshire. A boutique hotel in the Adirondacks. And a small winery in the Finger Lakes region of New York. In every case, Ms. Griffin followed the same playbook. Complimentary service, manufactured grievance, public defamation, private demand for compensation.”

Kara set the papers down and folded her hands in her lap.

“Now, let’s talk about the law,” she said. “What Ms. Griffin is doing meets the legal definition of extortion in multiple jurisdictions. Extortion occurs when someone obtains money, property, or services from another person through coercion. The coercion doesn’t have to be physical. Threatening to harm someone’s reputation or livelihood is sufficient. In Vermont, extortion is a felony punishable by up to ten years in prison and a fine of up to twenty thousand dollars.”

She let that hang in the air for a moment.

“Ms. Griffin is also engaging in defamation,” Kara continued. “Defamation occurs when someone makes a false statement about another person or business that causes harm to their reputation. If the statement is published, posted online for example, it’s called libel. To prove libel, you have to show that the statement was false, that it was made with at least negligence, and that it caused measurable harm. In Ms. Griffin’s case, we have documented instances where she made provably false claims about businesses, posted those claims to her eighty thousand followers, and caused measurable financial harm in the form of lost bookings and canceled reservations.

“There’s also the issue of fraud. Ms. Griffin solicits complimentary services by claiming she’ll provide valuable exposure and positive content. That’s the consideration she offers in exchange for what she receives. But if she has no intention of providing positive content, if her goal from the outset is to manufacture a grievance and extract additional payment, then the initial transaction is fraudulent. She’s obtaining goods and services under false pretenses, which is a form of theft.”

She paused again, and when she spoke next, her tone was quieter but somehow more dangerous.

“Beyond the criminal statutes, Ms. Griffin is also exposing herself to significant civil liability. Every business she’s targeted has grounds to sue her for defamation, tortious interference with business relationships, and unjust enrichment. They can seek compensatory damages for lost revenue, punitive damages to deter future misconduct, and injunctive relief to force her to remove the defamatory content. Given the documentation we’ve compiled, those lawsuits would be very, very strong.”

Kara shifted in her chair and crossed one leg over the other. The movement drew attention to the long line of her body and the sharp elegance of her posture.

I couldn’t look away.

“Now,” Kara said, “you might be wondering why I’m making this video instead of just filing a lawsuit or reporting Ms. Griffin to law enforcement. The answer is simple. Litigation is expensive and time-consuming, and small businesses often can’t afford to pursue it even when they have a strong case. Reporting to law enforcement is an option, but prosecutors are often reluctant to pursue cases that involve online behavior, especially when the defendant operates across state lines.

“So instead, I’m doing this. I’m presenting the facts to you, Ms. Griffin’s audience, because you deserve to know who you’re supporting. You deserve to know that the person asking for your likes, your shares, your engagement, is someone who preys on hardworking people trying to make a living. Someone who uses the threat of public humiliation to extract money from businesses that can’t afford to fight back.”

Kara’s eyes held steady on the camera, and there was something fierce in her expression now, something that made my chest tighten.

“Ms. Griffin has built her brand on authenticity and accountability,” she said. “But there’s nothing authentic about lying to your audience. There’s nothing accountable about deleting comments that call out your behavior or blocking people who ask inconvenient questions. And there’s nothing brave about punching down at small businesses while hiding behind the shield of ‘influencer culture.’”

She picked up the stack of papers one last time and held them toward the camera.

“I have all of this documented,” she said. “Screenshots, emails, social media posts, and personal testimonies. If Ms. Griffin wants to dispute anything I’ve said here, I welcome that conversation. She can reach out to me directly, and we can discuss it in a legal setting where facts actually matter.”

Kara set the papers down and folded her hands again.

“To the businesses Ms. Griffin has targeted,” she said, her voice softening slightly, “you’re not alone. What happened to you wasn’t your fault, and you have legal options if you choose to pursue them. To everyone else watching this, I’d encourage you to think critically about the content you consume and the people you support. Influence is a responsibility, not a weapon.”

She held the camera’s gaze for another beat.

Ren stepped forward and tapped the screen. The recording stopped.

The lobby was silent.

Nicole, Catherine, Ren, and I all stood frozen, staring at Kara as she remained seated in the chair by the fire. She looked completely unbothered, as if she’d just finished reading the weather forecast instead of methodically dismantling someone’s entire public persona.

“Holy shit,” Ren said finally.

Kara glanced at her. “Too much?”

“Too much?” Ren’s eyes were wide. “Kara, that was perfect. That was—” She gestured helplessly at the phone. “You just buried her. Completely. There’s no coming back from that.”

Nicole stepped closer. “That was incredible. You were so calm and precise. I believed every word.”

“You should,” Kara said. “It’s all true.”

Catherine hadn’t moved. She stood near the fireplace with her arms crossed loosely over her chest, and when she finally spoke, her voice was quiet but steady. “Thank you.”

Kara looked at her. “You don’t need to thank me.”

“Yes, I do.” Catherine’s blue eyes held Kara’s gaze. “You didn’t have to do this. You didn’t have to spend hours compiling evidence or put yourself out there like that. But you did. For me and for my inn.”

Kara stood from the chair and smoothed her hands down the front of her trousers. “Brittany Griffin is a bully. I don’t like bullies.”

Ren was already tapping furiously on her phone. “Okay, we’re posting this tonight. Right now, actually. I’m uploading it to TikTok, Instagram, and YouTube simultaneously. We’ll tag Brittany in everything so her followers see it, and we’ll use every relevant hashtag I can think of.”

I finally found my voice. “What happens now?”

Kara looked at me, and there was a flicker of something in her dark eyes. It might have been satisfaction, or maybe anticipation.

“Now,” she said, “we wait for Brittany to respond. And when she does, we’ll be ready.”


Chapter Twenty-Five




Later, all four of us ended up in my room at the inn. It was after midnight, but none of us could settle. The energy from Kara’s video still crackled in the air, and sleep felt impossible.

I sat on the edge of the bed. Nicole had claimed the armchair by the window and curled up with her legs tucked under her. Ren sprawled across the other end of the bed, propped on her elbows. Kara leaned against the dresser with her arms crossed, still wearing that white blouse and tailored trousers she’d had on earlier.

“You can’t just drop a video like that and not give us more,” Ren said to Kara. “What was your best case?”

Kara grinned. “Best in what sense?”

“Most satisfying,” Nicole said. “The one where you absolutely destroyed the other side.”

Kara considered that for a moment. “There was a case about seven years ago. A tech startup accused a former employee of stealing trade secrets and starting a competing business. The employee was a woman in her late twenties who’d worked eighty-hour weeks to help build the company, and when she asked for equity, they laughed her out of the room. So she left and started her own company doing something similar but better.”

“And they sued her,” Ren said.

“They sued her,” Kara confirmed. “They claimed she’d stolen proprietary code and client lists. They wanted an injunction to shut her down and damages in the millions. I represented her.”

Nicole leaned forward. “What happened?”

“I spent three months going through discovery and found emails where the CEO explicitly told his VP of operations that they’d never give equity to a woman because women don’t stay in tech long enough to make it worthwhile. I also found evidence that the so-called proprietary code they claimed she stole was actually open-source software anyone could use. We countersued for gender discrimination and defamation. They settled two weeks before trial for enough money that my client was able to scale her business and hire ten employees within a year.”

Ren punched the air. “Yes.”

“That’s amazing,” Nicole said.

Kara shrugged, but satisfaction glinted in her eyes. “It was one of the good ones.”

“Tell us another,” I said.

She told us about a case where a landlord tried to evict a nonprofit community center by claiming they’d violated their lease, when really the landlord just wanted to sell the building to a developer. Kara proved the landlord had fabricated the violations, and the judge not only ruled in favor of the nonprofit but also fined the landlord for attempting fraud on the court.

Then she told us about a pharmaceutical company that tried to bury a whistleblower by claiming he’d breached his employment contract. Kara tore apart their argument in a deposition so thoroughly that opposing counsel withdrew the lawsuit the next day.

I watched her as she spoke. She wasn’t animated or dramatic about any of it. She just laid out the facts, explained the strategy, and moved on. But underneath the calm delivery, I could see the intelligence and the precision that had made her so good at what she did.

I thought about this woman. This brilliant, sharp, woman was in my life. She wasn’t just in my life, either. She was in my bed. And she wasn’t alone. Nicole ran a bookshop and made everyone feel important. Ren was chaotic and creative and so alive it was like standing next to a fire.

Sometimes, it didn’t feel real.

Ren shifted on the bed and grinned at Nicole. “Can we talk about Catherine tonight? Because holy shit.”

Nicole’s face lit up. “Right? That shirt. Those jeans. Her hair down.”

“She looked incredible,” Ren said. She glanced at Kara. “You were right. She was hiding all of that.”

Kara nodded. “I told you.”

Ren turned to me. “What did you think, Lance?”

I hesitated. “She looked nice.”

All three women stared at me.

“Nice?” Ren repeated. “Nice?”

Nicole laughed. “Lance, you can do better than that.”

“She looked good,” I said.

Kara raised an eyebrow. “Good.”

“Fine,” I said. “She looked great. She looked really great. Happy?”

Ren grinned. “Of course he thinks she’s hot. Look at him. He’s being all careful about it, but we saw his face when she walked into the lobby.”

I didn’t deny it. I’d learned by now that denying things with these three was pointless. They saw through me every time.

“Yeah,” I said. “She looked hot tonight.”

Kara shifted against the dresser, and when she spoke, her tone was lighter. “I told Lance this earlier, but I want to tell you all. Now that Catherine’s released some of that tension and grief, she’s going to be horny as hell.”

Silence filled the room for a long moment.

Then Nicole laughed. “Oh my God, Kara.”

“It’s true,” Kara said. “Catherine’s been wound tight for a long time. She’s going to need an outlet.”

Ren sat up straighter. “Are you saying what I think you’re saying?”

Kara didn’t answer. She just looked at Ren with that calm, knowing expression she wore when she was three moves ahead of everyone else.

Nicole leaned back in her chair and crossed her arms with a grin. “She’s definitely saying what you think she’s saying.”

Ren’s eyes went wide. “Wait. Is this the part where you send Lance out to get her?”

“That’s pretty much how it worked with you,” Kara said.

Nicole nodded. “You weren’t complaining.”

Ren laughed, the sound bright and incredulous. “This is unbelievable. How does this even work? How is this my life?”

I looked at Kara. “Are you seriously suggesting I approach Catherine?”

Kara met my eyes. “The woman has been tightly wound for years, and her first time since her husband passed away is very important. She needs someone who knows how to take care of a woman correctly. In this town, Lance, that’s you.”

Heat coiled low in my gut, but I kept my voice steady. “Is this just a one-off thing, or are you thinking about bringing her into the relationship?”

All three women grinned at me. They didn’t say a word, but they didn’t need to say anything. The grins told me everything.

I looked at the three of them and tried to make sense of what they were suggesting.

“Wait,” I said. “Are you seriously thinking about bringing Catherine in?”

Nicole’s smile was soft but unapologetic. “We’ve already been talking about it.”

That surprised me. I’d been part of this relationship long enough to know the three of them talked about everything, but somehow I’d missed this conversation entirely.

“For how long?” I asked.

They all paused to think.

Kara spoke first. “Since about the time Catherine started becoming more friendly with us.”

Nicole nodded. “She was so rigid at first. But she’s been thawing.”

“And then all this stuff with Brittany Griffin started,” Ren added, “and she’s been a lot more natural. It feels more right now.”

Kara shifted against the dresser and uncrossed her arms. “And ever since I’ve been having those heart-to-hearts with Catherine and seeing some of her tension and grief release, I can tell she’ll be in a better place for a new relationship. Even one that’s unconventional.”

I sat with that for a moment. They weren’t wrong about Catherine loosening up. She had been softer lately, more present, more willing to laugh. But I couldn’t quite see it the way they did. When I thought about Catherine, I still saw the woman who’d looked down on our relationship from the start. I saw the woman who’d cornered Nicole in the bookshop to tell her she thought I was cheating on her with Kara. I saw the woman whose first impression of me had been disapproval wrapped in politeness.

That version of Catherine still occupied my head, and I couldn’t quite shake it yet.

Nicole’s voice pulled me out of my thoughts. “What do you think, Lance?” I looked at her. “Do you think you’ll be able to handle a fourth woman in your life?” she asked.

I thought about that for a long moment. Three women already kept me busy. Between the time I spent with each of them individually and the time we all spent together, it was essentially a part-time job keeping all three of them satisfied.

It was an awesome part-time job, but it was still a significant commitment.

Adding Catherine to the mix would change everything. It would mean more time, more energy, more emotional bandwidth. It would mean learning another person’s rhythms, her needs, her history. It would mean figuring out how to make space for her without neglecting the women already here.

I opened my mouth to answer.

Ren beat me to it.

“He can,” she said. She grinned at me, and her dark eyes were bright with mischief and certainty. “He can definitely take her on.”


Chapter Twenty-Six




The four of us sat around one of the tables in the inn’s dining room, plates of Catherine’s breakfast spread between us. Scrambled eggs, bacon, toast with homemade jam, and a bowl of fresh fruit that Nicole kept picking at. Morning light came through the tall windows and warmed the room, turning everything soft and golden.

Kara held her coffee in one hand and her phone in the other, scrolling through something with her usual focused expression. Ren was halfway through a piece of bacon and talked around it about some idea she’d had for the Wade Gallery’s spring exhibition. Nicole listened with that gentle attention she gave everyone, nodding in the right places and asking questions that made Ren’s ideas sharpen.

I ate and listened, letting the conversation wash over me. Mornings like this had become normal. The four of us together, comfortable, no pressure. It was the kind of domestic routine I hadn’t expected to find in a relationship like this, but it worked.

Footsteps on the stairs pulled my attention toward the doorway.

Catherine appeared a moment later, and I stopped mid-chew.

She wore a fitted V-neck sweater in deep crimson that clung to her in all the right places. The neckline dipped low enough to show the curve of her breasts, and the fabric hugged her waist before skimming over her hips. She’d paired it with dark jeans that fit her like they’d been tailored specifically for her body, and her honey blonde hair was down again, falling in soft waves past her shoulders.

She looked incredible.

She walked into the room with a warm smile and a light energy that hadn’t been there a week ago. “Good morning, everyone,” she said.

“Morning,” Nicole said brightly.

Kara glanced up from her phone and smiled. “Morning, Catherine.”

Ren set her fork down and grinned. “Hey, Catherine. You look amazing.”

Catherine’s cheeks flushed slightly, but she didn’t deflect the compliment the way she might have before. “Thank you,” she said.

She moved toward the sideboard to pour herself coffee, and Ren’s eyes followed her the whole way. Then Ren frowned and looked back at the rest of us.

“Wait,” Ren said. “Were we supposed to film something today? Because I don’t remember scheduling anything.”

Catherine turned from the sideboard with her coffee cup in hand. “No,” she said. “No filming today.”

“Then why—” Ren gestured vaguely at Catherine’s outfit. “I mean, not that I’m complaining, but this is two days in a row of you looking seriously hot.”

Catherine’s flush deepened, but she smiled. “I enjoyed the way the clothes made me feel last night,” she said simply. “So I figured, why not continue?”

She said it like it was the most natural thing in the world, and maybe for her it was. She walked past our table toward the kitchen, still smiling, still radiating that soft confidence.

The moment she disappeared through the doorway, all three women turned to me.

Nicole’s hazel eyes were warm and knowing. Kara’s expression was calm but somehow smug. Ren’s grin was so wide it looked like it might split her face in half.

I swallowed my eggs.

“What?” I said.

“Oh, nothing,” Ren said, her tone dripping with false innocence. “Nothing at all.”

Nicole bit her lip to keep from laughing. Kara just sipped her coffee and went back to her phone, but I could see the faint curve of a smile on her lips.

I went back to my breakfast and tried to ignore the heat creeping up the back of my neck.
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Later, I grabbed my jacket and headed for the front door. As usual, my plan for the day had been to work on the caretaker’s cottage with Walter. We were going to replace some of the siding on the north side where the wood had started to rot.

I was halfway to the door when Catherine’s voice stopped me.

“Lance?”

I turned.

She stood near the front desk with a phone in her hand.

“Yeah?” I said.

“Walter just called down from his room,” she said. “He’s not feeling well today.”

I frowned. “Is he okay?”

“He thinks so,” Catherine said. “He said he’s just a little overworked and needs a day to rest.”

I nodded slowly. That made sense. Walter was a machine when it came to physical labor, but even machines needed downtime. Still, it surprised me that he’d called down to say so. Most men I’d known like Walter, older guys who’d been working hard their whole lives, didn’t admit when they were tired. They just kept pushing until their bodies forced them to stop.

I’d been guilty of it myself more than once.

“Okay,” I said. “Tell him to take it easy.”

“I will,” Catherine said.

I stood there for a moment and thought about my options. The siding job couldn’t be done alone, not safely, which meant my plans for the day had just evaporated. I could find something else to do around the property, small stuff that didn’t require a second set of hands, but nothing came to mind immediately.

Catherine watched me with a thoughtful expression. “Is there anything else you need to work on today?” she asked.

I shrugged. “Not really. The siding was the only big thing on the schedule.”

She tilted her head slightly, and the light from the window caught in her hair. “Why don’t you take the day off too?” she said. “You’ve been working nonstop since you got here.”

I appreciated the offer, but the thought of sitting around with nothing to do made my skin itch. “I’d rather stay busy,” I said. “If you’ve got something that needs doing, I’m happy to help.”

Catherine considered that for a moment. Her blue eyes moved over my face like she was weighing something, and then she seemed to come to a decision.

“Actually,” she said, “there is something.”

“Yeah?”

“Christmas decorations,” she said.

I blinked. “I already decorated the whole inn.”

“You did,” Catherine said. “But there was one place I didn’t ask you to decorate.”

She paused, and I waited.

“My private quarters.”

I looked at her. Her expression was calm, but there was something underneath it, something I couldn’t quite name. It wasn’t nervousness, exactly. It was more like anticipation.

“Your quarters,” I repeated.

“Yes,” she said. “I’ve been meaning to decorate my place for weeks, but I haven’t had the time. If you’re willing, I’d appreciate the help.”

I thought about that. Decorating Catherine’s private space felt different from decorating the rest of the inn. Inviting me in there felt like something more.

Maybe it was something more.

“Sure,” I said. “I can do that.”

Catherine’s face softened into a smile, and for the first time in the conversation, I saw a flicker of something vulnerable in her eyes.

“Thank you,” she said. “I’ll show you the way.”

She turned and started toward the stairs, and I followed.


Chapter Twenty-Seven




Ifollowed Catherine up the stairs. Her honey blonde hair swayed with each step. She moved with that easy confidence she’d been showing more and more lately, and I watched the way her jeans fit perfectly over her hips.

We reached the second floor, but instead of turning toward the guest rooms, Catherine continued down a hallway I hadn’t been in before. The carpet here was a little older, the floral pattern faded, but the space felt warmer somehow, more lived-in.

She stopped at a door at the end of the hall and pulled out a key.

“This is me,” she said.

She unlocked the door and pushed it open, then stepped aside to let me in first.

I walked through the doorway and stopped.

The space was larger than I’d expected. The entryway opened into a sitting room with high ceilings and tall windows that overlooked the inn’s side garden. The furniture mixed antique pieces with more modern additions: a sofa with worn arms, a wingback chair that looked like it had been reupholstered more than once, a mahogany side table with a stack of books on it. Someone had painted the walls a soft cream, and the floors were the same dark hardwood as the rest of the inn, covered here and there with Persian rugs that had seen better days but still had life in them.

To my left, a small kitchen featured white cabinets and butcher-block counters. The appliances were dated but clean, and a teakettle sat on the stove that looked like someone had used it that morning. To my right, a hallway led deeper into the quarters, and I could see a bedroom at the end with what looked like a bathroom next to it.

A framed photograph sat on the mantel, showing people I didn’t recognize but who looked like they belonged here. A quilt draped over the back of the sofa, and it might have been handmade.

The place felt like a home.

Catherine stepped in behind me and closed the door.

“This is where my parents lived when they ran the inn,” she said. “And my grandparents before them. My grandfather built some of this furniture. That table near the window, he made it when my grandmother told him she needed a place to write letters.”

Her gaze moved around the room, and I could see the weight of memory in her eyes.

“My father refinished the floors when I was twelve,” she continued. “He let me help. I remember holding the sander and being terrified I’d ruin everything.” She smiled faintly. “He told me not to worry. He said you can always fix a floor if you’re willing to do the work.”

I thought about what this place meant to her. The history, the family, the responsibility that came with all of it. She wasn’t just trying to save an inn. She was trying to save the only connection she had left to the people who’d raised her and the life she’d built with her husband.

And Brittany Griffin had tried to destroy it for content.

I was glad Kara was taking that bitch apart. I was glad the four of us were standing with Catherine. This place deserved to be protected, and so did she.

Catherine gestured toward a box near the sofa.

“Those are the leftover decorations,” she said. “I figured you could use them to make this place feel more like Christmas.”

I walked over and looked inside. I found garland, a few strands of lights, some small ornaments, and a couple of candles in glass holders. It would be enough to make the space feel festive without overwhelming it.

“This’ll work,” I said.

She smiled. “Thank you, Lance.”

I got to work.

I started with the mantel above the fireplace, draping garland across it and weaving in the lights so they’d glow softly when I plugged them in. Then I moved to the windows and hung more garland along the frames while placing candles on the sills. I kept the decorations simple and understated, the way I’d decorated the rest of the inn, because that felt right for this space.

Catherine lingered nearby the whole time.

She sat at the small kitchen table with her laptop open and reviewed something I couldn’t see. Her phone rang twice, and both times she answered and spoke in that polished, professional tone she used for inn business. She offered me water once, and I accepted. She watched me work when she thought I wasn’t looking, and her blue eyes tracked my movements with a quiet focus.

I caught her watching more than once.

Each time, she didn’t look away immediately. She held my gaze for a beat, and then her lips curved into a small smile before she went back to whatever she was doing.

The air in the room felt charged. Not uncomfortable, just aware, like something was building that neither of us had named yet.

I finished hanging the last of the garland and stepped back to look at the room. The decorations softened the space without overwhelming it, adding warmth and light without erasing the history embedded in the furniture and walls.

Catherine stood and walked over to stand beside me.

“It’s perfect,” she said quietly.

I glanced at her. The light from the window caught in her hair again, turning it almost gold, and I noticed the way her sweater hugged her waist. She looked beautiful in a way that felt deliberate, like she’d chosen to stop hiding and wanted someone to notice.

I pulled out my phone and opened the group text.

Catherine invited me to hang Christmas decorations in her private quarters.

The responses came fast.

Nicole: Oh my God.

Ren: YES. THIS IS HAPPENING.

Kara: I told you.

Ren: Lance, you HAVE to seduce her.

Nicole: She’s clearly interested. You saw the way she looked last night.

Kara: And this morning.

I stared at the screen and tried to process what they were saying. They were completely serious about this. I texted back: Maybe it’s too soon.

Kara: Lance, she invited you into her private space. That’s not an accident. She’s interested.

Nicole: We wouldn’t push you if we weren’t sure.

Ren: GO FOR IT.

I looked at Catherine. She was standing near the fireplace now and adjusting one of the candles on the mantel. Her profile was sharp and elegant, her posture relaxed in a way it hadn’t been even a week ago.

I didn’t respond to the text. I just slipped my phone back into my pocket.

I walked over to the mantel where Catherine stood. She turned to face me, and something in her expression shifted. The polite smile faded, and something more direct took its place. Something more honest.

“Lance,” she said. “I need to tell you something.”

I waited.

She took a breath. “I’ve been thinking about what Kara told me. About being wound too tight. About needing an outlet.”

The words hung between us.

“Okay,” I said carefully.

Catherine met my eyes, and there was no hesitation in her gaze. “She was right. And I think you know what I’m asking for.”

My pulse quickened, but I kept my voice steady. “I want to hear you say it.”

“I want to have sex with you,” she said.

She offered no deflection, no euphemism. Just the truth, spoken plainly.

“I know what you’re going to say,” she said. “That I’ve been through a lot. That this might not be the right time. That I should take more time to process everything.”

“You have been through a lot,” I said. “The last week especially. I don’t want you doing something you’ll regret because you’re still working through it all.”

“I’m not,” she said. “I won’t.”

I searched her face. “How do you know?”

“Because of the conversations I’ve had with Kara,” Catherine said. “Because of the compassion you and Nicole and Ren have shown me. Because for the first time in four years, I feel like I can breathe. Like I’m allowed to want things again.” She stepped closer. “I’m not asking because I’m broken and need fixing. I’m asking because I feel better than I have in a very long time. And because I want you.”

I looked at her, and I made sure I really saw her. The flush had risen in her cheeks. Her eyes held steady on mine. Her body had relaxed into itself in a way I hadn’t seen before.

She wasn’t desperate. She wasn’t fragile. She was a woman who’d made a decision.

“Are you sure?” I asked.

“Yes,” she said without hesitation.

I studied her for another moment and weighed everything I knew. The grief she’d been carrying for four years. The breakthrough she’d had with Kara. The way she’d started letting herself be free again over the past few days.

“Okay,” I said.

Relief and desire flashed across her face in equal measure.

She reached up and touched my jaw, her fingers light against my skin. “Thank you for checking,” she said quietly. “And for caring enough to make sure.”

“Of course.”

“And I already know the three other women in your life won’t mind. You all have made that abundantly clear.”

I couldn’t help but laugh. She did too.

Catherine’s hand slid from my jaw to the back of my neck, and she pulled me down toward her. Her lips hovered near mine, and I could feel her breath warm against my mouth.

“I’m ready,” she whispered.

I believed her.


Chapter Twenty-Eight




Iclosed the distance between us and took her face in my hands. Her skin was warm beneath my palms, her blue eyes fixed on mine without a trace of doubt.

I kissed her.

Her mouth was softer than I expected. She tasted like the tea she’d been drinking, something with honey and lemon, and she made a small sound against my lips that shot straight through me. Her hands came up to grip my forearms, not pushing me away but holding on, steadying herself.

I deepened the kiss. Her lips parted and I took what she offered, my tongue sliding against hers. She responded with more fire than I’d anticipated from a woman who’d spent four years keeping the world at arm’s length. Her nails dug into my forearms through my shirt.

When I pulled back, her cheeks were flushed and her breathing had gone unsteady.

“The bedroom,” she said. Not a question.

She took my hand and led me through her private quarters. Past the small kitchen with its copper pots hanging above the stove. Past the sitting room with its antique furniture and carefully arranged photographs. Down a short hallway to a door that stood slightly ajar.

Her bedroom was exactly what I would have expected from Catherine. A four-poster bed with a white duvet and too many pillows. Curtains that matched the wallpaper. Everything in its proper place. The only sign of disorder was the book on her nightstand, facedown with its spine cracked.

She turned to face me at the foot of the bed.

The nervousness was back in her eyes, but so was something else. Anticipation. Want. Four years of loneliness pressing against the walls she’d built around herself.

I reached for the hem of her sweater. She lifted her arms and let me pull it over her head. Underneath she wore a simple white bra, practical rather than seductive, and somehow that made my pulse quicken more than lace would have.

She was beautiful. Not the polished, curated beauty she showed the world, but something rawer. Her stomach was soft in a way that spoke of age and life and a body that had carried a child. Her skin showed the first signs of loosening at her throat. She had freckles across her shoulders.

She watched me take her in, and I saw the moment she started to shrink back. Started to cover herself.

I caught her wrists before she could.

“Don’t,” I said. “You’re perfect.”

Her breath caught. “Lance⁠—”

“I mean it.”

I released her wrists and reached behind her to unhook her bra. She let it fall. Her breasts were full, heavy with age in a way that made my mouth water. I cupped them both, felt their weight settle into my palms, ran my thumbs across her nipples and watched them pebble.

She shuddered.

I kissed her again, gentler this time, and her hands came up to work at the buttons of my flannel shirt. Her fingers trembled but she got them open, pushed the fabric off my shoulders. Then she went for my undershirt, dragging it up and over my head.

Her palms flattened against my chest. She sucked in a breath.

“You’re so young,” she whispered.

I caught her chin and tilted her face up. “Does that bother you?”

Something flickered in her eyes. Something that wasn’t quite embarrassment. “No. God help me, no.”

I unbuttoned her jeans and worked them down her legs. She stepped out of them, standing before me in nothing but white cotton underwear that matched her bra. Simple and practical, Catherine through and through.

I knelt.

Her hands flew to my shoulders. “Lance, you don’t have to⁠—”

“I want to.”

I hooked my fingers in the waistband and drew her underwear down slowly, exposing her inch by inch. The dark blonde curls between her thighs. The flush spreading down from her cheeks to her chest. When she was bare, I leaned forward and pressed my mouth to her hip bone.

She made a noise I’d never heard from her before. Something broken and desperate.

I gripped her hips and guided her backward until her legs hit the edge of the bed. She sat, then lay back, and I followed her down. Spread her thighs with my hands and settled between them.

“Lance.” Her voice cracked. “I don’t know if I can—it’s been so long, I don’t know if my body⁠—”

“Trust me.”

I lowered my head.

The first touch of my tongue made her whole body jerk. She was already wet, arousal pooling between her folds, and the taste of her was clean and musky and distinctly female. I licked a slow line from her entrance to her clit and felt her thighs clench around my head.

I took my time with her. After four years, she deserved patience. I explored her with my tongue, learned what made her gasp, what made her moan, what made her hands fist in the sheets. Her clit was swollen and sensitive, and every time I circled it with my tongue she bucked against my mouth.

“Oh god,” she whispered. “Oh god, Lance, I⁠—”

Her hips rose off the bed. I pinned them down with one forearm and kept working her, adding two fingers that slid inside easily despite the years of disuse. She was tight but welcoming, her inner walls gripping me, and when I curled my fingers forward and found that spot inside her, she nearly screamed.

I felt the orgasm building in her. The tension in her thighs, the way her breathing went ragged, the involuntary roll of her hips. She was close, so close, and she was fighting it. Still trying to stay in control even now.

I pulled back just enough to look up at her. “Let go, Catherine.”

“I can’t—” Her voice was high and strained. “I don’t know how⁠—”

“You can. Let go.”

I sealed my mouth over her clit and sucked.

She came apart.

The sound that tore out of her was raw and uncontrolled, four years of grief and loneliness shattering in a single moment. Her back arched off the bed, her hands clawed at the duvet, and her pussy clenched around my fingers in waves that seemed to go on forever.

I gentled her through it, slowing my tongue, easing the pressure, until she collapsed back against the pillows with tears streaming down her cheeks.

I crawled up her body. Kissed the tears from her face.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I don’t know why I’m crying, I⁠—”

“It’s okay.” I kissed her mouth, let her taste herself on my lips. “It’s been a long time. This is normal.”

She laughed, a wet, broken sound. “Nothing about this is normal.”

I smiled against her lips. “No. I guess not.”

Her hands found my belt. “I need you inside me. Please, Lance. I need to feel⁠—”

She didn’t finish the sentence. She didn’t have to.

I stood long enough to strip off the rest of my clothes. Her eyes widened when she saw my cock, hard and straining, and something dark passed through her expression. Something that wasn’t just desire.

Hunger.

I climbed back onto the bed and positioned myself between her thighs. The head of my cock pressed against her entrance, and she drew a sharp breath.

“Go slow,” she said. “Just at first.”

I pushed inside her.

The heat of her surrounded me, tight and slick and perfect. I watched her face as I sank deeper, watched the way her expression shifted from uncertainty to pleasure to something approaching wonder. When I was fully seated inside her, she wrapped her legs around my hips and pulled me even closer.

“God,” she breathed. “I forgot. I forgot what this felt like.”

I began to move. Slow, like she’d asked, drawing out until just the tip remained before sliding back in. Her hands found my shoulders, my back, her nails leaving trails of heat across my skin.

We found a rhythm together. Slow and steady at first, learning each other’s bodies, but the pace quickened as the pleasure built. Her hips rose to meet mine on every thrust. Her breathing grew ragged. The polished innkeeper who greeted guests with perfect composure disappeared, replaced by someone raw and hungry and real.

“Harder,” she gasped.

The word surprised me. I’d been holding back, treating her gently, but there was nothing gentle in the way she was gripping my shoulders.

“Are you sure?”

Her eyes flashed. “I said harder.”

Something in me shifted. Something primal that recognized the demand in her voice wasn’t desperation but dominance. She wasn’t asking to be overwhelmed. She was demanding to be matched.

I drove into her with force.

Her head snapped back, a cry tearing from her throat. Not pain—pleasure, sharp and sudden and fierce. Her nails raked down my back hard enough to draw blood.

“Yes,” she hissed. “Like that. God, yes.”

She wasn’t the careful, controlled woman I’d come to know. She was something else entirely. Fire and need and decades of suppressed want finally breaking free. She met my thrusts with equal force, her hips rising to crash against mine, her hands pulling me deeper.

I grabbed her wrists and pinned them above her head. Her eyes went wide, then dark with want.

“More,” she demanded.

I gave her more. I drove into her without restraint, the bed frame slamming against the wall with each thrust, the sound of our bodies coming together filling the room. She writhed beneath me, fighting against my grip not because she wanted to be free but because the struggle itself was part of what she needed.

She came again, clenching around me so tight I nearly lost myself right there.

But I wasn’t done with her.

I released her wrists and pulled out, flipping her onto her stomach before she could protest. She gasped, but when I gripped her hips and lifted them, she understood. She got her knees beneath her, presenting herself to me.

“God, Lance.” Her voice was muffled against the pillow. “I’ve never—I didn’t know⁠—”

I thrust back into her from behind.

The angle was different, deeper, and she cried out with a voice she probably hadn’t used in years. Maybe ever. The proper Catherine Barton, the one who served tea and made polite conversation, was gone completely.

I grabbed her hair—the ponytail that was somehow still mostly intact—and wrapped it around my fist.

“Is this what you need?” I pulled her head back, not enough to hurt but enough to arch her spine. “This is what Kara told you about, isn’t it? Someone who can take control.”

“Yes.” The word came out broken, desperate. “Yes, I need—I’ve always needed—” She couldn’t finish. Her body was shaking, another orgasm building despite the two she’d already had.

I released her hair and leaned over her back, my chest pressing against her spine. My hand slid around to find her clit, circling it while I continued to thrust.

“Then come for me, Catherine. Let it all go.”

She screamed.

The sound was nothing like her. It was raw and animal and utterly uninhibited, torn from somewhere deep in her chest. Her pussy clamped down on me in waves, and this time I couldn’t hold back.

I buried myself deep and let go.

The orgasm crashed through me, intense enough to steal my vision for a moment. I spilled into her with a groan, my whole body shuddering, her inner walls still pulsing around me.

We collapsed together.

For a long moment, neither of us moved. I was still inside her, our bodies slick with sweat, our breathing the only sound in the quiet room. The winter light through the windows had shifted, gone golden and warm.

Eventually, I eased out of her and rolled onto my side. She turned to face me, her eyes wet, her smile trembling.

“I didn’t know,” she said quietly. “I didn’t know I had that in me.”

I brushed a strand of hair from her face. “Most people don’t. Not until they find someone who can handle it.”

She laughed, but it caught in her throat. “Can you? Handle it?”

I thought about the scratches burning on my back. The force of her grip. The way she’d demanded more instead of less.

“Yeah. I can.”

She moved closer, tucking herself against my chest. Her body was warm and soft, and she fit against me like she’d been designed to be there.

“Kara was right,” she murmured.

“Kara usually is.”

I kissed the top of her head.

For the first time since I’d met her, Catherine Barton wasn’t worried about what anyone else thought.
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I let my eyes close. My heartbeat was still settling, and my body felt pleasantly heavy against the mattress. The warmth of her pressed against my chest felt like something I could sink into for hours.

Her hand moved first. Just a slow drift across my stomach, her fingertips tracing idle patterns through the sheen of sweat cooling on my skin. I smiled without opening my eyes, assuming she wanted comfort and connection.

Then her hand drifted lower.

My eyes opened.

Catherine was watching me with an expression I didn’t recognize. Something calculating lurked beneath the softness.

“Catherine,” I said carefully.

“Mmm?”

Her fingers wrapped around me. I wasn’t hard yet, but she didn’t seem concerned about that. She stroked me with the same patience I’d shown her, slow and deliberate.

“What are you doing?”

She looked up at me through her lashes. “What does it look like?”

“It looks like you’re not finished.”

“I’m not.”

There was no apology in her voice and no uncertainty.

I felt myself thickening in her grip as my body responded to her touch despite the pleasant exhaustion that had settled into my muscles. She noticed immediately, and her lips curved into a smile that was almost predatory.

“Good,” she said. “I was hoping you could keep up.”

Before I could respond, she rose up and swung a leg over my hips to straddle me. The view from below stole whatever smart reply I’d been forming. Her breasts hung full and heavy above me, and her hair fell around her face in disheveled waves. Her thighs gripped my sides like she was anchoring herself for a long ride, and they were stronger than I’d expected.

She positioned me at her entrance and sank down in one smooth motion.

The sound I made wasn’t dignified.

She was still slick from before and still sensitive, and the heat of her surrounded me completely. But this time was different. This time she was in control, and she knew it.

Catherine planted her hands on my chest and began to move.

She didn’t fall into the desperate rhythm of before. This was slower and more deliberate, a rolling motion of her hips that ground her clit against my pelvis on every downstroke. She was chasing her own pleasure now and using my body as the instrument, and there was something profoundly erotic about watching this composed woman take exactly what she needed.

“Christ,” I breathed.

Her nails bit into my chest. “Hands on me.”

I obeyed. My palms found her hips and then slid up to cup her breasts, feeling them sway with each movement. She made a sound of approval and increased her pace, her head falling back to expose her throat.

I sat up without warning.

She gasped as the angle changed, as I pulled her tight against me with her breasts crushed to my chest and her legs wrapped around my waist. I captured her mouth in a kiss that was more teeth than tenderness.

“My turn,” I said against her lips.

I gripped her hips and thrust up into her.

She cried out and locked her arms around my neck, her forehead dropping to my shoulder. I set a punishing pace, driving up into her while gravity worked in my favor, and she took every inch of it. More than took it. She demanded it.

“Yes,” she gasped. “God, yes, don’t stop.”

I felt her tighten around me and felt the telltale flutter that meant she was close again. I slid one hand between us and found her clit, circling it with my thumb.

She came with a sound that was almost a sob.

I didn’t stop.

Her orgasm was still rolling through her when I flipped us, putting her on her back and hooking her legs over my shoulders. The position folded her nearly in half, and her eyes went wide.

“Lance—”

“You wanted more.” I drove into her, deep enough to make her gasp. “This is more.”

Something shifted in her expression. That hunger I’d seen before was still there, but it had amplified now. It had been unleashed.

“Then give me more,” she said.

I did.

I lost track of time after that. I lost track of everything except the woman beneath me and the endless well of need she’d kept buried for four years. Every time I thought she’d had enough, she proved me wrong. Every time I slowed, she demanded I continue.

We moved through positions I hadn’t planned on. I took her on her knees with her face buried in the pillow while I gripped her hips and drove into her from behind.

I pressed her against the wall with her legs wrapped around me and my hands under her thighs while her nails left fresh scratches across my shoulders.

She climbed on top again and rode me with single-minded focus while I watched her chase another peak.

She came so many times I lost count.

Each orgasm seemed to unlock something new in her. The first few were sharp and desperate, torn from her like confessions. Then they deepened into rolling waves that made her shake. By the end, they came so close together that they blurred into one continuous release.

And still she wanted more.

“Again,” she demanded with her voice hoarse from crying out. We were back on the bed with her legs spread wide while I knelt between them, both of us slick with sweat. “I need⁠—”

“Catherine.” My own voice was rough, and my arms were trembling. My body was screaming for rest. “You need to breathe.”

“I’ll breathe later.” She reached for me and pulled me down on top of her. “Please. One more. I need one more.”

I looked into her eyes. This wasn’t just sex. This was an exorcism.

I kissed her forehead, her cheeks, the corner of her mouth.

“Okay,” I said. “One more.”

I slid into her slowly this time. She was swollen and sensitive, and she hissed at the intrusion, but her hips rose to meet me anyway. I set a pace that was gentle, almost worshipful, and my body covered hers completely.

“I’ve got you,” I murmured against her throat. “I’ve got you, Catherine. Let go.”

She wrapped her arms around me and held on like I was the only solid thing in a spinning world.

I felt the tension building in her again, slower this time and deeper. This wasn’t the sharp peaks of before but something that gathered like a wave far out at sea. Her breathing grew ragged, and her nails dug into my back. Not to hurt, but to anchor.

“Lance.” My name on her lips was a prayer. “Lance, I⁠—”

“I know. I’m here.”

She broke.

This orgasm was different from all the others. It didn’t tear through her. It opened her. Her whole body shuddered and her eyes squeezed shut, and tears leaked from the corners as she finally let everything go. The grief. The loneliness. The years of holding herself together through sheer force of will.

I followed her over the edge, my own release pulled from me by the force of hers. I buried myself deep and held her while we both shook apart, while the last of the walls she’d built crumbled into dust.

When it was over, neither of us moved.

I couldn’t have moved if I’d wanted to. My muscles had gone from exhausted to nonexistent. I was fairly sure I’d pulled something in my back, and my thighs were going to hate me tomorrow.

Catherine lay beneath me with her eyes closed and her breathing slowly returning to normal. The tears had dried on her cheeks, but she wasn’t crying anymore. She looked peaceful and emptied out in the best possible way.

I managed to roll off of her and collapsed onto my back beside her. The ceiling swam slightly in my vision.

“Well,” I said, though it came out as more of a croak than actual speech.

Catherine laughed. It was a small sound, exhausted and raw, but it was genuine. She turned her head to look at me.

“Thank you,” she said quietly.

“You’re welcome. I think.”

She reached over and took my hand, threading her fingers through mine.


Chapter Twenty-Nine




Iwalked down the stairs slowly and gripped the railing harder than usual. My legs felt loose and unsteady, like someone had replaced my bones with something softer. My shoulders ached in that deep, satisfied way that came after serious physical exertion. My back was tight. My thighs burned faintly with every step.

I couldn’t remember the last time sex had left me this wrecked.

The realization caught me off guard. I’d been with all three women in the relationship, sometimes separately and sometimes together, and they’d all pushed me in different ways. Nicole was warm and demanding once she let her guard down. Kara was precise and intense, always in control even when she surrendered it. Ren was chaotic and unpredictable, all energy and enthusiasm.

But Catherine had been something else entirely.

I reached the bottom of the stairs and paused, leaning against the newel post to catch my breath. My pulse had slowed, but I still felt the echo of exertion humming through my muscles. I ran a hand through my hair and found it damp with sweat.

I shouldn’t have been surprised. The woman hadn’t had sex in four years, and when Kara had told her she was wound too tight, she hadn’t been exaggerating. Catherine had approached the entire experience with the same discipline and focus she brought to everything else in her life, except this time, she’d focused entirely on release.

On me.

On using me to burn off every ounce of pent-up tension she’d been carrying since Richard died.

I’d thought I was prepared. I’d thought I knew what I was getting into.

I’d been wrong.

I pushed off the newel post and made my way down the hallway toward the guest rooms. My room was at the far end, but I stopped halfway down the hall and turned to face the three doors clustered together on the right side.

“Which one are y’all in?” I called out.

A door opened immediately, and Ren poked her head out. Her eyes lit up the second she saw me.

“We’re all in here,” she said.

She grinned and pulled the door open wider.

I went inside.

The three of them were sprawled across Ren’s bed like they’d been waiting for hours. Nicole sat cross-legged near the headboard with a mug of tea in her hands. Kara lounged against the pillows with her phone in one hand and a glass of wine in the other. Ren flopped back onto the bed the second I stepped through the door and propped herself up on her elbows to look at me.

All three sets of eyes locked onto me immediately.

“Well?” Ren said.

I closed the door behind me and leaned against it. I didn’t trust my legs to hold me up if I tried to stand unsupported for too long.

“It was good,” I said.

Ren snorted. “That’s it? ‘It was good?’”

“Very good,” I amended.

Kara raised an eyebrow. “You look like you’ve been hit by a bus.”

“A very sexy bus,” I said.

Nicole set her tea down on the nightstand and leaned forward slightly. Her hazel eyes were warm but curious. “How are you feeling?”

I thought about that for a second. “Worn out,” I said honestly.

Ren’s grin widened. “She wore you out?”

“Yeah.”

The three of them exchanged glances, and I could see the silent communication passing between them. Then Nicole started laughing, soft and genuine, and Ren followed immediately, louder and more unrestrained. Even Kara allowed herself a small, amused smile.

“I’m glad you find this funny,” I said dryly.

“Oh, we do,” Ren said. “We absolutely do.”

Kara took a sip of her wine and looked at me over the rim of the glass. “You know,” she said, “if hanging Christmas decorations leads to results like this, maybe you should hang some in our rooms as well.”

My entire body protested at the thought.

“Oh, please, God, no,” I said.

All three of them burst out laughing.

Ren sat up fully and pointed at me. “Did we just find your limit?”

“No,” I snapped.

“Are you sure?” Nicole asked, still smiling. “Because you look like you need to lie down for a week.”

I pushed off the door and walked over to the bed, then sat down heavily on the edge. My legs were grateful for the break. “I’m fine,” I said. “Catherine just had some extra pent-up energy to burn off. It’ll level out soon.”

Kara set her wine glass on the nightstand and looked at me with that calm, assessing expression she wore when she was about to say something I wouldn’t like.

“I’m not so sure about that,” she said.

I frowned. “What do you mean?”

“I mean,” Kara said, “that Catherine has spent four years repressing everything. Her grief, her anger, her sexuality, her desires. She’s just started letting herself feel again. I don’t think what you experienced upstairs was a one-time release.”

Nicole nodded slowly. “Kara has a point. Catherine might have just discovered how much she’s been holding back.”

Ren grinned wickedly. “And now she knows what she’s been missing.”

I looked at the three of them and tried to process what they were saying.

Kara leaned back against the pillows and crossed her arms. “You’re going to need to pace yourself, Lance. Catherine’s not done working through everything she’s been suppressing. And if she’s anything like the rest of us, she’s going to want more.”

I sat there on the edge of Ren’s bed with my muscles still aching and my body still recovering, and I realized Kara was probably right.

“Great,” I said.

Ren laughed and patted my shoulder. “Welcome to your life.”


Chapter Thirty




Iwas up before the sun.

My body protested the early hour with muscles sore from yesterday and the dull ache in my lower back serving as a reminder of how Catherine had used me. I pushed through it anyway, showered, dressed in work clothes, and headed downstairs with my toolbox in hand.

The inn was quiet. The guests wouldn’t be up for another hour at least, and Catherine usually didn’t start breakfast service until seven. The lobby was empty.

I crossed the room, planning to head straight out to the caretaker cottage where Walter would be waiting.

“Lance.”

Catherine’s voice stopped me mid-stride.

I turned and saw her step out from the office behind the front desk. She wore a light blue sweater that hugged her waist and dark jeans that fit her perfectly. Her honey blonde hair was pulled back in a low ponytail, and her blue eyes met mine with an expression that was calm and professional.

“Morning,” I said.

“Good morning.” She smiled. “Do you have a second? I need you to look at something.”

“Sure.”

I walked around the desk and followed her into the office.

Catherine stepped inside ahead of me, and I followed.

The second I cleared the threshold, she pushed the door shut behind me.

And locked it.

I turned to look at her, and the calm, professional expression was gone. In its place was something sharp and hungry, something that made my body remind me it was still recovering from yesterday.

“I need you,” she said.

She stepped toward me, and there was nothing hesitant about the movement. She closed the distance between us in two strides, reached up, and pulled me down into a kiss.

Her mouth was hot and demanding. Her hands slid up into my hair and gripped hard enough to make my scalp sting. She pressed her body against mine, and I could feel the heat of her through her sweater, the soft press of her breasts against my chest.

I kissed her back because there was no other option. My hands found her waist, then slid lower to grip her hips and pull her tighter against me.

She then looked up at me with those blue eyes blazing.

“Sit,” she said.

It wasn’t a request.

I backed up toward the desk chair, and she followed me step for step. I sat down heavily, and she was on me immediately.

Catherine straddled my lap and kissed me again, harder this time, her tongue sliding against mine as her hands worked at my belt. She had it unbuckled in seconds, then moved to the button and zipper of my jeans with the same quick efficiency.

I reached for her sweater, but she caught my wrists and pinned them to the armrests of the chair.

“No,” she said. “I’m doing this.”

She released my wrists and stood just long enough to peel her jeans and underwear down her legs, then kicked them aside without ceremony. Then she was back on my lap, her hand wrapping around my cock and stroking me until I was hard.

She lifted herself up, positioned me at her entrance, and sank down.

The heat of her was overwhelming. She was soaking wet, and she took me in one smooth motion, her body swallowing me completely as she gasped and gripped my shoulders.

“God,” she breathed.

She started moving immediately.

Catherine turned on my lap, shifting until her back was to me, and then she started riding me in reverse. Her hands braced against my knees, and she lifted herself up and dropped down hard, over and over, the slap of her ass against my thighs loud in the small office.

I gripped her hips and watched her move. The curve of her spine, the flex of her shoulders, the way her hair swayed with each bounce. She was all controlled power and raw need, and she rode me like she was trying to prove something to herself.

Or maybe she was just trying to finally let go.

She moaned, loud and unrestrained, and I realized she wasn’t holding anything back. The office door was thin. The lobby was just on the other side. If any of the guests came downstairs early, they’d hear her.

I wasn’t sure Catherine cared.

“Harder,” she gasped.

I tightened my grip on her hips and pulled her down harder onto me, meeting her rhythm with short, deep thrusts that made her cry out.

“Yes,” she said. “God, yes.”

Her voice was loud and unfiltered and completely uninhibited. She bounced on me faster, her thighs trembling as she chased her orgasm.

“Pull my hair,” she demanded.

I reached up and grabbed her ponytail, then wrapped it around my fist.

“Harder,” she said.

I yanked, hard enough to pull her head back, and she moaned so loud I was sure someone would hear.

She came.

Her body locked up, her back arching as she cried out, her inner walls clamping down on me so tight I almost followed her over the edge. But I held on and gritted my teeth and kept thrusting up into her as she rode out the orgasm.

She didn’t stop moving. She kept bouncing on me and chased the next one before the first had even finished.

“Again,” she gasped.

I pulled her hair harder and thrust up into her with everything I had left. My muscles burned and my thighs screamed in protest, but I didn’t stop.

Catherine came again, louder this time, her whole body shaking as she moaned my name.

And then she came again.

And again.

She orgasmed so many times I lost count. Each one seemed to build on the last, her body more sensitive and more responsive, until she was trembling constantly and gasping for breath.

“Lance,” she gasped. “Lance, I need more.”

She couldn’t finish the thought. She just kept riding me, her movements growing more erratic as her legs started to give out.

“I’ve got you,” I said.

I wrapped one arm around her waist and held her steady, then used the other hand to grip her hip and took over the rhythm. I thrust up into her hard and fast, and she collapsed back against my chest, her head falling onto my shoulder as she moaned directly into my ear.

“Cum inside me,” she commanded.

Her voice was raw and breathless and desperate.

I thrust into her three more times, and then the pressure broke.

I came hard, my entire body locking up as I emptied myself inside her. The orgasm tore through me, so intense it bordered on painful, and I groaned against her shoulder as wave after wave of release pulsed through me.

Catherine moaned and shuddered as she felt me finish, her body clenching around me one more time.

We stayed like that for a long moment, both of us breathing hard, her body slumped back against mine and my arms wrapped around her waist.

Finally, she shifted slightly and let out a shaky laugh.

“Good morning,” she whispered.

I couldn’t help it. I laughed too.


Chapter Thirty-One




Ispent the entire day at the caretaker’s cottage with Walter.

The work was straightforward but time-consuming. We installed the new countertops in the kitchen, finished the trim in the bedroom, and replaced the last of the old light fixtures.

By the time we called it, the sun had already sunk behind the mountains, painting the sky in shades of orange and purple. Walter stood in the doorway of the cottage and surveyed the interior with something close to satisfaction.

“Almost done,” I said.

He nodded, then headed back toward the inn. I packed up the tools, loaded everything into my truck, and followed him in.

The cold hit me the second I stepped out of the truck. December in Vermont didn’t mess around, and I pulled my jacket tighter as I headed for the back entrance of the inn. My boots crunched on the gravel with each step.

I passed the dining room on my way to the stairs, and the smell stopped me mid-stride.

Something incredible was cooking. The aroma was rich and savory, with hints of garlic and herbs and something else I couldn’t quite place. My stomach reminded me I’d skipped lunch.

I kept walking. I needed a shower first. Sawdust and sweat covered me from head to toe, and my clothes smelled like a full day of hard labor.

I made it to the second floor and headed down the hallway toward my room at the far end. My legs ached from a full day of crouching and lifting, and my shoulders were tight. A hot shower would help loosen everything up.

I was halfway to my door when I heard footsteps behind me.

The footsteps were soft and deliberate, and they matched my pace exactly.

I stopped and turned.

Catherine stood in the hallway about ten feet behind me. She wore the same light blue sweater from this morning and dark jeans that hugged her hips. Her honey blonde hair was still pulled back in that low ponytail, though a few strands had escaped to frame her face. Her blue eyes met mine without hesitation.

“Are you following me?” I asked.

“Yes,” she said.

She offered no deflection and no excuses.

I stared at her. She stared back. Neither of us moved.

The hallway felt smaller than it should have, like the walls had shifted inward while I wasn’t looking. The only sound was the faint hum of the heating system and the distant clatter of kitchen noise from somewhere downstairs.

Catherine didn’t look away. She didn’t fidget. She just stood there and waited for me to decide what happened next.

I could feel the weight of the day settling into my muscles. The soreness in my back had deepened to a steady throb. The ache in my thighs reminded me of every squat and lift from the past eight hours. The exhaustion that came from working hard and then being used harder had caught up with me.

I should have told her I needed rest. I should have said I needed space to recover.

Instead, I said, “Okay. You can come in.”

Relief and desire flashed across her face in equal measure.

I unlocked the door and pushed it open, then stepped inside. Catherine followed and closed the door behind her, then turned the lock.

I set my keys on the dresser and turned to face her.

She crossed the room in three strides and kissed me.

Her mouth was hot and demanding, and her hands were already working at the buttons of my flannel shirt. She had it unbuttoned and shoved off my shoulders before I could react, then moved to the hem of my undershirt and pulled it up over my head.

“I need a shower,” I said.

“I know,” she said. “I’m coming with you.”

She stripped off her sweater and tossed it aside, then unhooked her bra and let it fall to the floor. Her breasts were full and perfect.

I didn’t argue.

I walked toward the bathroom, and she followed, peeling off the rest of her clothes as she went. By the time I reached the shower, she was completely naked.

I turned on the water and let it heat up while I kicked off my boots and shoved my jeans and boxers down. Catherine stepped into the shower first, and I followed right behind her.

The hot water hit my shoulders and immediately loosened some of the tension in my muscles. Steam filled the small bathroom, and Catherine pressed her body against mine. Her skin was slick and warm.

She kissed me again, harder this time. Her tongue slid against mine as her hand wrapped around my cock and stroked me until I was hard.

“I need you again,” she said against my mouth.

She turned around and braced her hands against the tile wall, then looked back at me over her shoulder.

“Like this,” she said.

I gripped her hips and positioned myself at her entrance. She was already wet, and I slid inside her in one smooth motion.

Catherine moaned, loud and unrestrained, and the sound echoed off the tile walls.

I started thrusting, slow and deep at first, then faster as she pushed back against me and met every movement with equal force.

“Harder,” she gasped.

I tightened my grip on her hips and gave her what she wanted. I drove into her hard and deep, and the slap of our bodies echoed in the small space. Water streamed down her back, and I watched the way her muscles flexed as she braced herself against the wall.

She came within minutes, and her body locked up as she cried out. I gritted my teeth and kept thrusting through her orgasm.

She didn’t stop moving. She kept pushing back against me, chasing the next one before the first had even finished.

“More,” she gasped.

I reached up and grabbed her ponytail, then wrapped it around my fist and pulled her head back. She moaned so loud I was sure someone in the next room would hear.

I pulled her upright so her back pressed against my chest, then wrapped one arm around her waist to hold her steady. My other hand slid up to cup her breast, and I pinched her nipple hard enough to make her gasp.

“Yes,” she breathed. “God, yes.”

I thrust up into her from this new angle, and she came again. Her whole body shook as she moaned my name.

I turned her around to face me and lifted her up. She wrapped her legs around my waist immediately, then wrapped her arms around my neck. I pressed her back against the tile wall.

“Fuck me,” she commanded.

I thrust up into her, hard and fast, and used the wall for leverage. The water streamed down over both of us, and Catherine’s moans filled the bathroom. They were loud and desperate and completely uninhibited.

She came again. And again. Each orgasm seemed to build on the last, and her body grew more sensitive and more responsive each time. Soon she was trembling constantly and gasping for breath.

“I can’t stop,” she gasped. “Lance, I can’t stop coming.”

“Good,” I said.

I shifted my grip on her hips and changed the angle slightly, and she cried out so loud I knew the entire floor could hear her.

She came again, so hard her whole body went rigid and her nails dug into my shoulders.

“Inside me,” she gasped. “Cum inside me.”

I thrust into her three more times, then the pressure broke.

I came hard, and my entire body locked up as I emptied myself inside her. I groaned against her shoulder.

Catherine shuddered and moaned as she felt me finish, and her body clenched around me one more time.

We stayed like that for a long moment. Both of us breathed hard, and her legs stayed wrapped around my waist while my forehead pressed against the tile wall beside her head.

Finally, she let out a shaky laugh.

“I think I’m done,” she whispered.

“Good,” I said. “Because I am too.”


Chapter Thirty-Two




Isat down at the dinner table and immediately regretted it.

Every muscle in my body protested the movement. My lower back throbbed with a dull, insistent ache. My thighs burned from overuse. Even my shoulders felt tight, though I wasn’t entirely sure what Catherine had done to make them sore.

Nicole, Kara, and Ren were already seated. They looked up when I walked in, and I watched their expressions shift in real time.

Nicole’s warm smile faltered. Kara’s eyebrows rose slightly. Ren’s grin widened into something almost predatory.

“What happened to you?” Ren asked.

“Nothing,” I said.

“You’re limping,” Kara observed.

“I’m not limping.”

“You absolutely are,” Nicole said gently. “Are you okay?”

I pulled out my chair and sat down carefully, trying not to wince. “I’m fine.”

Ren leaned forward, and her dark eyes gleamed with barely suppressed laughter.

The three of them exchanged glances. Nicole’s concern was genuine. Kara’s expression had shifted into something closer to clinical assessment. Ren looked like she was about to burst out laughing.

“What happened?” Nicole asked.

I reached for the water glass in front of me and took a long drink before answering. “Catherine.”

A beat of silence followed.

Then Ren started laughing.

“Oh my God,” she said. “Catherine did this to you?”

“Yeah.”

Kara set down her wine glass and looked at me with that calm, assessing expression she wore when she was putting pieces together. “How many times?”

“Three times in the last twenty-four hours,” I said.

Nicole’s eyes widened. Ren’s laughter got louder. Even Kara allowed herself a small, amused smile.

“I’ve created a monster,” Kara said.

“You think?” I asked.

Ren pointed at me, still grinning. “For the first time ever, it looks like there’ll be none left for the rest of us.”

“That’s not funny,” I said.

“It’s a little funny,” Nicole said, though her tone was gentle.

I leaned back in my chair and closed my eyes for a second. The exhaustion was catching up with me in waves. My body had been through a lot in the past day, and it was making sure I knew it.

When I opened my eyes, Nicole was watching me with an expression I couldn’t quite read. Her hazel eyes were thoughtful, and there was something careful in the way she leaned forward slightly.

“Can I ask you something?” she said.

“Sure.”

“Do you think Catherine is just getting some stuff out of her system?” Nicole asked. “Or do you think she’d actually want to join us?”

I looked at Nicole, then at Kara and Ren. All three of them were watching me and waiting for my answer. The playful atmosphere from a moment ago had shifted into something more serious.

I thought about the way Catherine had looked at me this morning in the office. I thought about the desperation in her voice when she’d said she needed me. I thought about the way she’d followed me down the hallway earlier and admitted it without hesitation.

“I don’t know,” I said finally. “But I don’t think this is just her working through four years of repression.”

Kara nodded slowly. “I agree.”

Ren’s grin had faded, and she was looking at me with genuine curiosity now. “You think she wants more than just sex?”

“Yeah,” I said. “I think she does.”

Nicole bit her lower lip, a gesture I recognized as her thinking something through. “A few weeks ago, she couldn’t even look at us without judgment. Now she’s different.” She paused, searching for the right words. “She’s changed in ways I didn’t expect.”

“She is different,” Kara said. “The last few weeks have changed her.”

“We’ve spent more time together,” Ren added. “We’ve gotten closer. Even with Catherine.”

I thought about the way she’d started opening up, bit by bit, about her grief and her loneliness and her fear of losing the inn.

“She’s one of us now, isn’t she?“ I said.

The three of them looked at each other.

Nicole spoke first. “I think she might be.”

Kara set her wine glass down and folded her hands in her lap. “We should talk about this seriously. We shouldn’t just assume it’s going to happen or not happen. We should decide, together, if we want to invite her in.”

Ren nodded. “Agreed.”

I looked at the three of them and felt the weight of what we were discussing settle over me.

Four women.

Four relationships.

Four lives intertwined with mine.

It should have felt impossible. It should have felt like too much.

But it didn’t feel that way at all.

“A few weeks ago, I would have said no,” Kara said. “Not because I disliked Catherine, but because she never would’ve gone for it. She was too rigid, too judgmental, too closed off.” She paused and took a breath. “But now I think she might be ready. Or at least willing to try.”

Nicole nodded. “I think she’s been alone for so long she forgot what it’s like to have people care about her. She’s been so focused on the inn and her responsibilities and keeping everything together that she lost herself somewhere along the way.”

“She’s still finding herself,” Ren said. “But she’s doing it. And I think she’s doing it because of us. Because we gave her a reason to try.”

I listened to them talk, and I realized they were right. Catherine had changed. The change hadn’t happened overnight, but it had happened gradually over the past few weeks. She’d softened. She’d opened up. She’d let herself want things again.

And what she wanted, I was starting to realize, was this. She wanted us.

“So the question is,” Kara said, “do we want her?”

Nicole looked at me. “Lance? What do you think?”

It didn’t take me long.

“Yeah,” I said. “I want her.”

Ren grinned. “Me too.”

Nicole smiled, soft and warm. “I do too.”

Kara nodded. “Then we’re agreed.”

A long moment of silence followed. The four of us sat there at the dinner table, and I felt the weight of the decision settle over all of us.

Four women. One relationship. One family.

It should have felt impossible.

But it didn’t feel that way at all.

“So how do we ask her?” Ren said.

Kara picked up her wine glass and took a sip. “Carefully. but also, there’s no reason to wait or hesitate. Next time the moment seems right, we’ll bring it up to her.“

I looked at the three of them and felt something shift inside me.

Catherine might soon be a part of this. She was going to be part of us.

And somehow, that felt exactly right.

“Okay,” I said. “We’ll tell her.”

Ren raised her wine glass. “To Catherine.”

Nicole and Kara raised theirs as well.

I picked up my water glass and lifted it toward the center of the table.

“To Catherine,” I said.

We all drank.

And just like that, the decision was made.


Chapter Thirty-Three




Moments later, Catherine burst through the doorway from the kitchen, moving faster than I’d ever seen her move. Her eyes were wide, and her face was flushed. She was breathing hard, like she’d been running.

“Come with me,” she said. “All of you. Now.”

Nicole stood immediately. “What’s wrong?”

“Just come. Please.”

The urgency in her voice made all of us move. Kara set down her wine glass and stood. Ren was already halfway out of her chair. I pushed back from the table and followed as Catherine turned and headed back toward the lobby.

She didn’t slow down. She walked quickly through the dining room, past the fireplace, and into the lobby. The front desk came into view, and she went around it. She unlocked the door to her office and pushed it open, then gestured for us to follow.

Catherine moved behind the desk and reached for the mouse. She didn’t sit. She just leaned forward slightly and clicked something on the screen.

“Look,” she said.

The monitor on the left lit up with a video feed. I recognized the face immediately.

Brittany Griffin.

She was sitting in what looked like a hotel room, propped up against a headboard with pillows stacked behind her. Her blonde hair hung down and messy, not styled the way it usually was. Her makeup was smudged. She held her phone in one hand and gestured frantically with the other.

The video was live.

I could see the comment count climbing rapidly in the corner of the screen. Hundreds of people were watching.

Brittany was talking fast, her voice high and strained. “I know what people are saying, and it’s not true. That’s not what happened. That woman, Catherine, she’s lying. She’s making it all up because she’s bitter about the bad review.”

The comments started flying in faster.

You’re done.

We all see through you now.

Unsubscribing right now.

You’re a fraud.

Brittany’s eyes darted to the screen, reading the comments as they appeared, and her expression shifted from defensive to panicked.

“No, you don’t understand,” she said. “I’m telling the truth. I’ve always been honest with you guys. That’s what my whole platform is about. Authenticity. Being real.”

Liar.

How much did you scam from them?

You deserve everything that’s happening.

Brittany’s voice cracked. “I didn’t scam anyone. I just asked for what I was owed. They promised me a free stay, and they didn’t deliver. That’s on them, not me.”

More comments flooded in. The tone was universally negative now. The viewers were angry, disappointed, and vindictive.

You’re disgusting.

I trusted you.

Delete your account.

Brittany’s hands were shaking. She kept touching her face, brushing her hair back, and adjusting the phone. Her composure was crumbling in real time.

“Please,” she said. “Just listen to me. I made a mistake, okay? But I didn’t do what she’s saying. I didn’t threaten her. I didn’t do any of that.”

Yes you did.

We saw the lawyer lady.

You’re a terrible person.

I watched her face go pale. She stared at the screen, and for a moment, she didn’t say anything. She just sat there, frozen, as the comments kept coming.

Then she started crying.

It was hard to watch. Even knowing what she’d done, even knowing she deserved this, watching someone unravel like this felt uncomfortable. Her tears were genuine. Her panic was real. She was realizing, in real time, that everything she’d built was falling apart.

“I’m sorry,” she said through sobs. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean for any of this to happen. I just wanted what I deserved.”

The comments didn’t slow.

Too late.

You should have thought about that before.

Unsubscribing.

Catherine reached for the mouse and minimized the video. The sound cut off, and the office went quiet. “She’s been live for twenty minutes. It’s been like that the entire time.”

Ren let out a low whistle. “She’s completely melting down.”

Kara crossed her arms and leaned against the desk. “Good.”

Nicole looked at the screen, then at Catherine. “How many people are watching?”

Catherine clicked something on the monitor, and a number appeared in the corner. “About three thousand right now.” Her hand moved to the mouse again, and she clicked over to the other monitor. An email inbox filled the screen. The unread count in the corner was in the hundreds. “Look at this.”

She opened the first email. It was from a bed-and-breakfast in New Hampshire.

Dear Catherine,

We saw the video your friend posted about Brittany Griffin. We wanted to reach out because the same thing happened to us last year. She stayed here for three nights, complained about everything, and then demanded a refund plus additional compensation for “emotional distress.” When we refused, she posted a scathing review and made a video calling us unprofessional.

We never fought back because we didn’t think anyone would believe us. But after seeing your story, we’re ready to speak up. We’re making our own video and posting it tomorrow. Thank you for being brave enough to tell the truth.

Catherine scrolled down. Another email appeared. This one was from a restaurant in Massachusetts.

She did the same thing to us. We comped her dinner, gave her free drinks, and she still trashed us online. We’re posting our story too.

Another email appeared. This one was from a boutique hotel in Maine.

We paid her $500 just to make her go away. We regret it now. We’re sharing what happened.

Catherine kept scrolling. Email after email filled the screen. Bed-and-breakfasts, restaurants, small hotels, and coffee shops had all written in. All of them told the same story. All of them said they were ready to speak up now.

“How many?” Kara asked.

“Forty-three so far,” Catherine said. “And they’re still coming in.”

Ren let out a breath. “Holy shit.”

Catherine scrolled back to the top of the inbox and opened another folder. “This is the other thing.”

The folder was labeled Reservations.

She opened the first email.

Hi Catherine,

I saw the videos about what Brittany Griffin tried to do to your inn. I’ve never been to Vermont, but your place looks beautiful, and I want to support you. Do you have availability in February?

Another email.

We’d like to book a weekend in January. Your inn looks lovely, and we want to help.

Then another.

Is there a way to leave a positive review to counter the fake one? Also, we’d love to stay there this spring.

Catherine scrolled through the folder. There were dozens of them. Reservation requests and inquiries filled the screen, and people were asking how they could help.

“This started after Ren’s video went live,” Catherine said.

“Catherine, this is incredible,” Nicole said.

Catherine nodded, but she didn’t say anything. She just stared at the screen, and I could see the disbelief in her eyes. She was overwhelmed by all of it.

Ren leaned over Catherine’s shoulder and reached for the mouse. “Let me check something.”

She minimized the email and opened a browser tab, then typed in a URL. A website loaded on the screen, and it appeared to be some kind of analytics tracker for social media accounts.

Ren typed in Brittany Griffin’s username and hit enter.

A graph appeared on the screen. It showed her follower count over the past twenty-four hours.

The line dropped sharply.

Ren zoomed in on the most recent data. The numbers updated in real time.

82,147.

82,139.

82,128.

“She’s losing followers every few seconds,” Ren said.

We all watched the number tick down. It was almost hypnotic to see it happen.

82,101.

82,089.

82,074.

“She had over eighty-three thousand this morning,” Catherine said quietly.

Kara smiled. “This’ll continue for a while.”

Ren leaned back. “We don’t have to worry about Brittany Griffin anymore.”

The room went quiet. The five of us stood there watching the numbers fall, and I felt something settle in my chest.

It was over. Brittany Griffin was done. The truth had come out, and the people she’d scammed were speaking up, and her audience was abandoning her in droves.

Catherine turned away from the monitor and looked at all of us. Her blue eyes were glassy, and her hands were shaking slightly.

“Thank you,” she said. Her voice was soft. “I couldn’t have done this without you all.”

Nicole stepped forward and pulled Catherine into a hug. Catherine stiffened for a second, then relaxed and hugged her back.

Ren joined them and wrapped her arms around both of them. Kara hesitated for a moment, then stepped in as well.

I stayed where I was and watched the four of them hold each other.


Chapter Thirty-Four




Iwiped sawdust off the new window sill and stepped back to get a good look at the cottage’s interior. The place was livable now, though not entirely finished since there were still a dozen details to handle. But it was solid enough that someone could move in tonight and be comfortable.

Walter stood in the middle of the room with his hands on his hips, surveying the space around him. His weathered face showed something close to satisfaction. He’d worked harder than I had over the past week, driven by a need to make the place right that I understood without him having to explain it.

“It’ll do,” he said.

“It’s good work,” I said.

He nodded slowly, then glanced toward the door. “I should go get Ms. Barton. Show her what we’ve done.”

“Yeah,” I said. “Go ahead.”

He left the cottage, and I heard his boots crunch through the snow as he headed toward the main building. I stayed where I was and took in the space one more time.

The cottage had come a long way from what it had been. The walls had proper insulation now, and the electrical met code. The heating system ran without clanking and rattling. New window frames had replaced the old ones and actually sealed against the cold. The floor sat level beneath my feet. The bathroom had working plumbing and a new water heater that would give whoever lived here plenty of hot water.

Walter had done most of the finish carpentry himself. He’d built the shelves along one wall, installed trim around the windows and doors, and repaired the original hardwood floors that had been hiding underneath the terrible linoleum we’d pulled up together. His hands knew this kind of work intimately, and every detail showed that knowledge.

The front door opened, and Catherine stepped inside. Walter followed behind her, quiet and watchful.

She stopped just inside the doorway and looked around. Her eyes moved slowly across the room as she took in the restored fireplace, the rebuilt kitchen alcove, and the clean white walls. She didn’t say anything at first. She just stood there with her hands clasped in front of her.

“Walter,” she said finally. Her voice came out soft. “This is beautiful.”

Catherine walked deeper into the cottage and trailed her fingers along the edge of the new countertop. She opened the cabinets Walter had installed, looked inside, then closed them again. She ran her hand along the smooth surface of the rebuilt mantle above the fireplace.

“I can tell,” Catherine said. “I remember your work from when I was younger. My father used to say you were the best worker in Mapleton.”

Walter shifted his weight slightly, uncomfortable with the compliment. “Your father was a good man.”

She moved to the window and looked out at the snow-covered grounds. The light caught her face, and I saw the same careful composure she always wore starting to crack beneath the surface.

“I’m grateful for the work you’ve done,” she said without turning around. “More than I can say.”

Walter cleared his throat. “I’m grateful you gave me the chance to repay you for staying here without you knowing.”

Catherine turned around to face him. “You had every right to be here.”

“I didn’t,” Walter said firmly. “But you gave me a room at the inn while I made it right. That was more than I deserved.” Walter looked down at his boots. “I’ll pack up my things tonight. I know you’ve got reservations coming in now, with all that social media business. You don’t need me taking up a room you could be renting out.”

Catherine clasped her hands together and stood a little straighter.

“I’d like you to stay,” she said.

Walter’s head came up. “Ma’am?”

“Here,” Catherine said, and she gestured around the cottage. “I’d like you to stay here, full time.”

Walter blinked. “Ms. Barton⁠—”

“Catherine,” she corrected gently.

“Catherine,” Walter said. “I can’t do that.”

“Why not?”

“Because this place should be rented out. You could make good money with it once it’s finished. And I don’t have anything to pay you with.”

Catherine shook her head. “I don’t want to rent it out. And I don’t want you to pay me.”

Walter opened his mouth to protest again, but Catherine kept talking.

“Your family is tied to this inn just as much as mine is,” she said. “You built half of it. You kept it running when my father couldn’t. You know this place better than anyone except me.” She paused, and her voice softened. “If you want to stay around, you should.”

Walter stared at her. His long face showed disbelief first, then something closer to humility. He looked down at his hands, then back up at her.

“I don’t know what to say,” he said quietly.

“Say yes,” Catherine said.

Walter’s throat worked as he swallowed hard. He nodded once, then again.

“Yes,” he said. “Thank you.”

Catherine smiled at him, and it wasn’t her polite hostess smile but something genuine and warm. “Thank you, Walter.”

She crossed the room and extended her hand. Walter took it, and they shook once with a solemnity that felt almost ceremonial.

Then Catherine let go and looked around the cottage one more time. “I should let you two finish up. I have dinner to prepare.”

She walked to the door, then paused and turned back.

“Walter,” she said.

“Yes?”

“Welcome home.”

She left the cottage and closed the door behind her. Walter stood there for a long moment, staring at the place where she’d been. His shoulders sagged slightly, and he let out a long breath.

“Hell of a woman,” he said.

“Yeah,” I said. “She is.”

Walter nodded at that. He picked up his tool bag from the corner and slung it over his shoulder. “I’ll see you around,” he said.

He left the cottage, and I heard his footsteps fade as he walked back toward the main building.

I thought about Catherine inviting Walter to stay and about the way she’d given him dignity along with the offer. My respect for her had grown steadily over the past few weeks. But in this moment, it deepened into something stronger.

She was exactly the kind of person I wanted in my life.

If she would accept.


Chapter Thirty-Five




Nicole, Kara, Ren, and I climbed the stairs to Catherine’s personal quarters. Nicole carried a bottle of wine she’d brought from the bookshop. Kara had a tin of homemade cookies from Mae’s diner. Ren clutched a wrapped painting she’d finished that morning, one of her abstract pieces in deep greens and golds that reminded me of the inn in winter light.

Catherine opened the door before we could knock.

“Come in,” she said.

The first thing I noticed was the Santa hat. It sat slightly crooked on her carefully pinned hair, the white fur trim bright against the honey blonde. Catherine Barton was wearing a Santa hat. The woman who’d once looked at me with ice-cold disapproval had put on a novelty Christmas hat and was smiling at us.

“Nice hat,” Ren said.

Catherine reached up and adjusted it slightly. “It was my mother’s. She wore it every Christmas Eve when I was growing up.” She paused, then added, “I found it in a box last week and thought, why not?”

Nicole beamed at her. “I love it.”

We filed into the apartment, and the warmth of the space hit me immediately. A fresh fire crackled in the fireplace. The Christmas tree I’d helped her set up stood in the corner, covered in white lights and ornaments.

In the dining room, Catherine had set the table for five with white china, crystal wine glasses, and cloth napkins folded into neat triangles. Candles burned in silver holders, and a centerpiece of pine boughs and red berries ran down the center of the table.

“Catherine, this is beautiful,” Nicole said.

“Thank you,” Catherine said. “I wanted to do something nice. For all of you.”

Kara handed her the tin of cookies. “These are from Mae. She said to tell you Merry Christmas.”

Catherine took the tin and smiled.

Ren thrust the wrapped painting forward. “This is from me. It’s one of the new pieces I’ve been working on. I thought it might look good in here.”

Catherine took the painting carefully and held it against her chest. “Ren, you didn’t have to do that.”

“I wanted to,” Ren said. “Open it later.”

Catherine set the painting gently on the side table, then turned to face all of us. The Santa hat bobbed slightly as she moved. “Dinner is ready. I just need to bring everything out.”

“Let us help,” Nicole said.

“Absolutely not,” Catherine said firmly. “You’re my guests.”

She disappeared into the kitchen, and the four of us exchanged glances. Kara raised an eyebrow. Nicole smiled. Ren mouthed the words, She’s wearing a Santa hat.

Catherine returned with a platter piled high with sliced roast beef, the meat tender and pink in the center with a dark, herb-crusted edge. She set it down in the center of the table and went back to the kitchen. She made three more trips, each time returning with something new. First came roasted potatoes with rosemary and garlic, then green beans sautéed in butter with slivered almonds, then a basket of fresh rolls that steamed when she pulled back the linen cloth, and finally a gravy boat filled with rich brown sauce.

“Catherine,” Kara said. “This is a feast.”

“It’s Christmas Eve,” Catherine said simply. She pulled off her apron and hung it on a hook by the kitchen door. “Sit. Please.”

We took our seats. Catherine sat at the head of the table with Nicole and Kara on one side and Ren and me on the other. She poured wine into each of our glasses, a deep red that filled the room with the scent of blackberries and oak.

“To all of you,” Catherine said as she raised her glass. “Thank you for being here.”

We raised our glasses and drank.

The dinner was incredible. The roast beef melted on my tongue, perfectly seasoned with salt, pepper, and some other ingredient I couldn’t quite identify. The potatoes were crispy on the outside and soft inside, with the rosemary sharp and fragrant against the starch. The green beans had just enough crunch left in them, and the almonds added a subtle sweetness that balanced the butter.

Nicole made appreciative sounds with every bite. Ren ate like she hadn’t seen food in days. Kara complimented the technique and pointed out that Catherine had seared the beef at exactly the right temperature. Catherine accepted the praise with quiet grace, though I could see the flush creeping up her neck.

We ate slowly and refilled wine glasses and passed plates back and forth across the table. The conversation moved easily from one topic to the next. Ren told a story about a disastrous attempt at making Christmas cookies when she was younger. Kara described a Christmas Eve dinner party she’d hosted in Manhattan where the caterer had quit halfway through and she’d ended up cooking for twenty people herself. Nicole talked about the year her daughter had insisted Santa wasn’t real and demanded proof, which led to an elaborate ruse involving footprints in the snow and half-eaten cookies arranged by the fireplace.

Catherine listened more than she spoke, but when she did talk, it was with more openness than I’d heard from her before. She told us about her father’s tradition of reading A Christmas Carol aloud on Christmas Eve while doing different voices for each character. Her mother had always made figgy pudding, even though no one actually liked it, because it was what her grandmother had made. Catherine’s voice softened when she talked about Richard and how he’d loved putting together elaborate Christmas light displays, spending entire weekends on a ladder as he strung lights along the eaves.

The grief was there, but it didn’t dominate the conversation. She was remembering without drowning in the memories.

When the food was finished, Catherine stood and started clearing plates. Nicole stood to help, but Catherine waved her off.

“Just give me a moment,” Catherine said. “Dessert is already prepared.”

She disappeared into the kitchen and returned a few minutes later with a tray that held five individual serving dishes. Each one contained a layered trifle made of sponge cake soaked in sherry, custard, fresh whipped cream, and raspberries arranged on top.

“My mother’s recipe,” Catherine said as she set them down.

We ate dessert slowly and savored each spoonful. The cake was light and boozy, the custard smooth and rich, and the raspberries were tart enough to cut through the sweetness.

When we finished, I stood and walked over to the coat rack by the door where I’d left my jacket. I reached into the inside pocket and pulled out four wrapped packages. They were small and wrapped simply in brown paper tied with twine.

“I have something for all of you,” I said.

Nicole’s eyes widened. “Lance, you didn’t have to do that.”

“I wanted to.”

I handed the first package to Nicole. She untied the twine carefully and peeled back the paper. Inside was a first edition of The House of Mirth by Edith Wharton. The cover was worn but intact, and the pages had that faint vanilla scent old books sometimes carried.

Nicole stared at it. “Lance.”

“I know you love Wharton,” I said. “I found it at an estate sale.”

Her eyes filled with tears. She stood and hugged me tightly. “Thank you. This is perfect.”

I handed the second package to Kara. She opened it with quick, efficient movements and pulled out a slim leather notebook with her initials embossed on the cover in gold. The paper inside was thick and cream-colored, the kind meant for fountain pens.

Kara ran her fingers over the embossing. “How did you know I’ve been looking for one of these?”

“You mentioned it once,” I said. “About wanting to start journaling again.”

She looked up at me, and something in her expression softened. “Thank you.”

The third package went to Ren. She tore into it with her usual lack of patience and pulled out a set of professional-grade charcoal pencils in a wooden case. Her eyes went wide.

“These are the ones I’ve been drooling over for months,” she said. “How did you know?”

“Because you talk about them every chance you get,” I said.

Ren laughed and threw her arms around my neck. “You’re the best.”

I turned to Catherine last. She was still sitting at the table with her hands folded in her lap, watching quietly. I walked over and handed her the final package.

She stared at it without moving.

“Lance,” she said. “You didn’t have to give me a gift.”

I frowned at that. “Why not?”

She looked up at me, and her blue eyes were careful. “Because I’m not part of the group.”

The room went silent.

Nicole, Kara, and Ren all looked at each other. I saw something pass between them, a shared understanding and a decision made without words.

Kara cleared her throat. She set down her wine glass and folded her hands on the table. “Catherine,” she said. “We’d like to talk to you about something.”

Catherine’s posture stiffened slightly. “All right.”

Kara glanced at Nicole and Ren, then back at Catherine. “We’ve been talking about this, the four of us, and we’d like to invite you to join us.”

Catherine blinked. “Join you.”

“If you want to,” Nicole said gently.

Catherine’s gaze moved slowly around the table and landed on each of us in turn. “You’re asking me to be part of your relationship.”

“We are,” Kara said.

Catherine’s hands tightened in her lap. She looked down at the wrapped package still sitting in front of her, then back up at us. “I don’t know what to say.”

“You don’t have to say anything right now,” Ren said. “We just wanted you to know that we’d like you to be part of this. If you want to be.”

Catherine was quiet for a long moment. The fire crackled in the background. The candles flickered on the table. Outside, snow fell steadily against the windows.

“I never dreamed,” Catherine said finally, “that I would ever be part of something like this.”

“Neither did we,” Nicole said. “But here we are.”

Catherine shook her head slowly. “When I first heard about the four of you, I was appalled. I thought it was wrong. I thought it was something people did because they didn’t understand what real commitment meant.” She paused and looked down at her hands. “But I was wrong. I’ve watched all of you together these past few weeks, and I’ve seen how you care for each other. How you support each other. How you’re honest with each other.” She looked up again, and her eyes were glassy with unshed tears. “You’ve shown me what real commitment actually looks like. And it’s nothing like what I thought.”

Kara leaned forward slightly. “So what do you say?”

Catherine’s throat worked as she swallowed. “I’d like to be part of this. If you’ll have me.”

Nicole smiled, warm and bright. Ren grinned. Kara nodded once with satisfaction.

I picked up my wine glass and raised it. “To Catherine.”

The four of them picked up their glasses and lifted them toward the center of the table.

“To Catherine,” they said together.

We drank.

Catherine set down her glass and wiped at her eyes quickly. She laughed, and it was a soft, self-conscious sound. “I’m sorry. I feel like I’ve been crying a lot lately.”

“It’s okay,” Nicole said.

Ren reached across the table and squeezed Catherine’s hand. “Welcome to the family.”

Catherine squeezed back.

We sat there for a moment and let the weight of what had just happened settle over all of us. Then Catherine picked up the wrapped package I’d given her and untied the twine. She peeled back the paper carefully and pulled out a small wooden box. She opened the lid and stared at what was inside.

It was a silver bracelet with a single charm, a tiny inn with a waterfall carved into the surface.

“Oh wow,” she whispered.

“I had it made,” I said. “I figured you’d want something that reminded you of this place.”

Catherine lifted the bracelet out of the box and held it up to the candlelight. The charm caught the flame and glinted softly. She put it on and fastened the clasp with trembling fingers.

“Thank you,” she said. “It’s perfect.”

She stood and walked around the table to where I sat. I stood as well, and she pulled me into a hug.

“Thank you,” she said again.

We cleared the table together and carried dishes into the kitchen and stacked them by the sink. Catherine insisted we leave them for later and led us back into the living room. We settled onto the sofa and chairs with glasses of wine in hand and watched the fire burn low.

Kara leaned back in her chair and swirled her wine. A small smile played at the corners of her mouth. “Catherine,” she said.

“Yes?”

“There’s something we should tell you.”

Catherine looked at her. “What is it?”

Kara’s smile widened slightly. “There’s a tradition. Something special we do whenever someone new joins.”

Catherine’s brow furrowed. “A tradition?”

Ren grinned. “Oh, it’s a good one.”

Nicole’s cheeks flushed, but she was smiling too.

Catherine looked between the three of them, clearly uncertain about what they meant. “What kind of tradition?”

Kara set down her wine glass and leaned forward slightly. Her dark eyes held Catherine’s. “You’ll see.”

The room went quiet. The fire crackled. The snow continued to fall outside.

Catherine’s flush deepened, and she looked down at her hands. But she didn’t look away for long. When she looked back up, there was something new in her expression, a mixture of curiosity and nervousness with anticipation beneath it all.

“I think I know what it is,” she said softly.


Chapter Thirty-Six




The fire crackled. Snow drifted past the windows. The remnants of dinner still lingered in the air.

Kara’s smile turned knowing. “Do you?”

Catherine’s flush deepened, but she didn’t look away. “When someone new joins. You welcome them. Properly.”

“That’s right.” Kara rose from her chair and crossed to where Catherine sat. She extended her hand. “If you want to.”

Catherine stared at Kara’s hand for a long moment. I watched her expression shift through uncertainty, then anticipation, then something that looked almost like relief.

She took Kara’s hand and stood.

Kara led her to the center of the living room, near the fireplace where the light was warmest. The Christmas tree glowed in the corner, casting everything in soft white and gold.

Nicole moved to the loveseat and tucked her legs beneath her. Ren settled into the armchair nearby, wine glass in hand, her dark eyes bright with interest.

I stayed where I was, watching.

Kara positioned Catherine in front of the fire and stepped back. “Lance,” she said. “She’s yours tonight.”

The words sent heat flooding through me. I stood and crossed the room to where Catherine waited.

She was still wearing the Santa hat. It should have looked ridiculous, but somehow it just made her more beautiful—this woman who’d spent decades being proper and controlled, standing in her own living room with a novelty hat on her head, about to let a group of people watch her come undone.

I stopped in front of her, close enough to see the pulse fluttering at the base of her throat.

“Nervous?” I asked.

“Terrified.” She laughed, a breathless sound. “But not in a bad way.”

I reached up and plucked the Santa hat from her head, setting it aside on the mantle. Her honey-blonde hair was still pinned up, and I started removing the pins one by one, letting the strands fall around her shoulders.

From the loveseat, Nicole made a soft sound of appreciation.

“God, her hair,” Ren said. “I hardly ever see it down.”

Catherine’s breath caught as the last pin came free. She closed her eyes.

“They’re watching us,” I said.

“I know.” Her voice had dropped lower, rougher. “I want them to.”

That surprised me. The Catherine I’d first met would have died before letting anyone see her like this. But she’d changed. We’d changed her.

I kissed her.

She met me without hesitation, her mouth opening under mine, her hands coming up to grip the front of my shirt. She kissed me the way she always did now—hungry and demanding, nothing held back.

I heard Ren whistle softly.

I started unbuttoning Catherine’s blouse. She stood still and let me work, her eyes never leaving mine. Each button revealed more of her skin—the elegant line of her collarbone, the swell of her breasts in a black bra, the soft curve of her stomach.

When the blouse hung open, I pushed it off her shoulders. It pooled on the floor behind her.

“Beautiful,” Nicole breathed.

Catherine’s flush deepened, spreading down her throat to her chest. But she didn’t try to cover herself. She stood there in her bra and slacks, firelight dancing across her skin, and let them look.

I unhooked her bra and let it fall.

“Lance.” Catherine’s voice was strained. “I need⁠—”

“I know what you need.”

I unfastened her slacks and slid them down her hips. She stepped out of them, then her underwear followed. She stood naked before all of us, exposed and vulnerable and achingly aroused.

I took a step back.

The three women on the couches had gone still. Nicole’s lips were parted, her eyes dark. Kara watched with that sharp, analytical hunger I knew so well. Ren had set down her wine glass and was leaning forward in her chair.

“Look at her,” I said.

Catherine shuddered. Being seen. Being displayed. It was the opposite of everything she’d spent her life doing, and I could tell it was doing something to her. Her thighs pressed together. Her breath came faster.

“Lance,” she said again. More urgent this time. “Stop teasing me.”

“Make me.”

Her head snapped up. Her blue eyes flashed with something dangerous.

There she was. The woman I’d discovered beneath all that propriety. The one who took what she wanted without apology.

She crossed the distance between us in two strides and grabbed my shirt, yanking me toward her. Her mouth crashed into mine, teeth and tongue and four years of suppressed desire finally unleashed.

Her hands tore at my buttons. When they didn’t open fast enough, she simply grabbed the fabric and pulled. Buttons scattered across the hardwood floor.

“That was my favorite shirt,” I said against her mouth.

“Bill me.”

From somewhere behind us, Ren laughed.

Catherine shoved my shirt off my shoulders and went for my belt. She had it unbuckled in seconds, my jeans open a moment later, and then her hand was inside, wrapping around my cock.

“Shit,” I breathed.

She stroked me without finesse, hard and demanding, exactly the way she fucked. I was already hard, had been since Kara first mentioned the tradition, and her grip made my vision blur.

“On the floor,” she said.

I raised an eyebrow. “Excuse me?”

“You heard me.” Her eyes glittered. “On the floor. Now.”

I glanced at the couches. Nicole was biting her lip, clearly enjoying the reversal. Kara’s expression said she’d seen this coming. Ren just grinned.

I dropped to the floor.

The rug was soft beneath my back, some expensive Persian thing that had probably been in Catherine’s family for generations. I kicked off my jeans and boxers and lay there naked, my cock standing rigid against my stomach.

Catherine stood over me, looking down. The firelight limned her body in gold. She looked like something out of a painting—or a fever dream.

“I’ve been thinking about this all day,” she said. “Through dinner. Through dessert. Through your very sweet gifts that almost made me cry.” She lowered herself, straddling my thighs without taking me inside her yet. “I kept thinking about what I was going to do to you.”

“Yeah?” My voice came out rougher than I intended. “What did you decide?”

She reached down and gripped my cock, positioning me at her entrance. “Everything.”

She sank down.

The heat of her surrounded me, tight and slick, and I groaned loud enough that I was sure they heard it on the floors below. She was soaking wet—had been, I realized, through the entire dinner. Sitting at that perfectly set table, serving that immaculate dinner, all while thinking about this.

“Oh, that’s gorgeous,” Kara murmured.

Catherine started moving. Not slow, not tentative. She rode me with the confidence of a woman who knew exactly what she wanted and intended to take it. Her hands braced on my chest, her nails digging into the muscle, her hips snapping forward in a rhythm that left no room for gentleness.

I gripped her thighs and held on.

“Look at them,” I said. “They’re watching you.”

She tossed her head back, and her blonde hair cascaded down her back. “Let them watch.”

I looked past her to the couches. Nicole had her hand pressed between her own thighs, rubbing slow circles through her jeans. Kara was still and attentive, her eyes tracking every movement Catherine made. Ren had one hand under her shirt, clearly touching herself without any pretense of subtlety.

Four women. All of them mine. All of them here, together, choosing this.

The thought made something primal surge through me.

I sat up suddenly, catching Catherine off guard. My mouth found her throat as I wrapped my arms around her waist. She gasped but didn’t stop moving, grinding down onto me with even more intensity.

“They like seeing you like this,” I said against her skin. “The proper innkeeper, riding my cock like she’s starving for it.”

“I am starving for it.” Her voice cracked. “God, Lance, I spent four years⁠—”

“I know.”

I cupped her breasts, rolling her nipples between my fingers. She cried out and her rhythm faltered. I took the opportunity to flip us, putting her on her back on the expensive rug.

“Hey,” she protested. “I was⁠—”

“My turn.”

I drove into her, and whatever protest she’d been forming dissolved into a moan that filled the room.

“Yes,” Nicole whispered from the loveseat. “Just like that.”

I fucked Catherine on her living room floor while three women watched. The fire crackled beside us. The Christmas tree lights twinkled. Snow fell silently outside. And Catherine Barton—who’d once looked at me with ice-cold disapproval, who’d spent decades being exactly what everyone expected—screamed my name.

Her nails raked down my back. I’d have marks tomorrow. I didn’t care.

“Harder,” she demanded.

I gave her harder. The rug slid beneath us, bunching under the force of each thrust. Her legs wrapped around my waist, her heels digging into my ass, pulling me deeper.

“That’s it,” Kara said. Her voice had gone husky. “Take what you need, Catherine.”

Catherine’s response was incoherent—just sounds, desperate and raw, utterly unlike the composed woman who’d served us dinner an hour ago.

I felt her body start to tense. The familiar signs I’d learned over the past weeks. Her breath going short. Her inner walls fluttering. The way her head tipped back and her eyes squeezed shut.

“Don’t you dare hold back,” I said. “They want to see all of it.”

It was nothing like the quiet, controlled Catherine the world knew. She arched off the floor, her mouth open in a silent scream that became not-silent very quickly. Her pussy clenched around me in waves, so tight it almost hurt, and she grabbed my shoulders and pulled me down against her like she was drowning and I was the only thing keeping her afloat.

“Beautiful,” Ren said softly.

“Stunning,” Nicole agreed.

I didn’t stop. I fucked her through the first orgasm and into the second, barely giving her time to breathe. She was still shaking when the next one hit, and this time she did scream—loud, uninhibited, a sound I would have thought impossible from the woman I’d met months ago.

“Lance,” she gasped. “Lance, I can’t⁠—”

“You can.” I shifted my angle slightly, hitting a different spot inside her. “Again.”

Her third orgasm crashed into her like a wave breaking, and this time tears spilled from the corners of her eyes. Not from pain, but from release. From finally, completely, letting go of every wall she’d ever built.

I kissed the tears from her cheeks and kept moving inside her.

“Turn her over,” Kara said.

I pulled out—Catherine whimpered at the loss—and flipped her onto her stomach. She went willingly, eagerly, getting her knees beneath her and presenting herself to me.

“God, look at her,” Nicole breathed.

I looked. Catherine Barton, on her hands and knees on her own living room floor, her ass in the air, waiting to be taken while four people watched. Her pussy glistened in the firelight. Her whole body trembled with need.

I gripped her hips and slammed back into her.

She screamed again. Her fingers clawed at the rug, bunching the expensive fabric, and she pushed back against me to meet every thrust. This was the Catherine I’d unlocked—the one who’d been hiding beneath decades of propriety and control. Wild and fierce and completely insatiable.

“Yes,” she panted. “Yes, yes, yes⁠—”

I leaned over her back, my chest pressing against her spine, and wrapped one hand around her throat. Not squeezing. Just holding. Claiming.

She moaned and pushed back harder.

“Tell them,” I said in her ear. “Tell them how it feels.”

“Amazing,” she gasped. “I feel—God, I feel everything⁠—”

“Tell them what you want.”

“I want you to come inside me.” Her voice broke on the words. “I want them to watch you fill me up.”

Nicole made a desperate sound from the loveseat. Ren swore under her breath.

I released Catherine’s throat and grabbed her hair instead, wrapping the blonde strands around my fist. I pulled, not gently, and she arched into it like she’d been waiting for exactly that.

“You denied yourself for years,” I said.

“I know.” The words came out broken, breathless.

“Never again.” I drove into her so deep she cried out. “You’re ours now. You understand?”

“Yes.” Tears streamed down her face, but she was smiling. “Yes, I’m yours. All of yours.”

“And we’re all for him,” Nicole said.

I felt my own release building. The sight of her—the sound of her—the knowledge that three women I loved were watching us—it was too much.

“Come with me,” I said.

I thrust into her three more times, deep and hard, and then the world went white.

I spilled into her with a groan that I couldn’t have contained if I’d tried. Catherine shook beneath me at the same moment, her whole body seizing, her pussy milking me through both our orgasms.

We collapsed together onto the rug.

For a long moment, the only sounds were our ragged breathing and the crackle of the fire. Then I heard movement—footsteps crossing the floor—and felt warm bodies settling around us.

Nicole lay down on my other side, her hand finding mine and squeezing. Kara stretched out beside Catherine, her fingers trailing soothingly through Catherine’s tangled hair. Ren sat cross-legged nearby, still flushed and breathing hard from whatever she’d done while watching.

“Welcome to the family,” Nicole said softly.

Catherine laughed, a wet and exhausted sound. “Is it always like this?”

“Sometimes,” Kara said. “Sometimes it’s better.”

“I don’t see how it could be better than that.”

“Oh, Catherine.” Ren grinned. “We haven’t even gotten started.”

I lay there on the ruined Persian rug, surrounded by four remarkable women. The proper innkeeper who’d looked at me with such disapproval was now naked in my arms, trembling with aftershocks, accepted and welcomed into something most people couldn’t even imagine.

Outside, the snow kept falling. The Christmas tree lights cast dancing shadows across the ceiling. The fire burned low, filling the room with warmth.

“Merry Christmas,” I said.

Catherine lifted her head just enough to kiss me, soft and tender, nothing like the fierce woman who’d torn my shirt open.

“Merry Christmas,” she whispered.


Chapter Thirty-Seven




Nora’s rental car pulled into the inn’s parking lot at just past three in the afternoon.

I watched from the lobby window as she climbed out, her dark hair tucked under a knit cap and her breath fogging in the cold Vermont air. She wore an oversized parka that swallowed her small frame and carried a duffel bag that was probably stuffed with enough clothes for a two-week trip despite only planning to stay through New Year’s.

That was Nora. Always overprepared for everything except the thing that would actually surprise her.

I headed outside to meet her.

She dropped her bag in the snow and threw her arms around me. “The man with the three girlfriends.”

I grabbed her duffel and led her up the steps to the inn’s entrance. The door swung open before we reached it, and Catherine stood in the doorway.

“You must be Nora,” Catherine said. “Welcome to the Inn at Founder’s Falls.”

Nora’s eyes flicked to me, then back to Catherine. She smiled, shifting into her professional charm mode without missing a beat. “Thank you so much. This place is beautiful.”

“We’re glad to have you.” Catherine stepped aside to let us in. “I have your room ready. If you’ll follow me to the front desk, I’ll get you checked in.”

Nora fell into step beside Catherine, and I trailed behind with her bag, watching the interaction with barely concealed amusement. Nora chatted easily about the drive up from Boston, the snow on the roads, how charming the town looked from the main street. Catherine responded with gracious hospitality, answering questions and offering recommendations for local restaurants.

At the front desk, Catherine slid a registration card across the polished wood. “Just need your signature here, and you’ll be in the room right next to your brother.”

Nora signed with a flourish. “Perfect. I’ll be able to knock on his door at six in the morning like we’re kids again.”

“Please don’t,” I said.

She handed Nora a brass room key. “If there’s anything you need, don’t hesitate to ask.”

“Thank you so much,” Nora said. “You’ve been incredibly helpful. It’s so nice to meet someone who actually knows how to run a place like this.”

Catherine’s smile softened. “Enjoy your stay.”

Nora turned back to me, room key in hand, and we headed toward the stairs. I carried her duffel, and she bounced along beside me with the barely contained energy she’d had since childhood.

“She seems lovely,” Nora said once we were out of earshot. “Very put-together. Very… Vermont innkeeper.”

“She is.”

“Friendly without being fake. Professional but warm.” Nora glanced back toward the lobby. “I like her.”

We reached the second floor and walked down the hallway to room seven. I unlocked the door and set her bag inside. The room was quintessential Founder’s Falls—four-poster bed with a white duvet, antique furniture, windows overlooking the frozen waterfall in the distance.

Nora walked to the window and looked out. “God, this view. No wonder people come here.” She turned to face me, crossing her arms. “Okay. So when do I get to meet them? The three girlfriends?”

I sat on the edge of the bed. “About that…”

Her expression shifted immediately, concern replacing curiosity. “What happened? Did it fall apart? I knew this was too good to be⁠—”

“It didn’t fall apart.”

She stopped. “Then what?”

“It’s not three anymore. It’s four.“

The silence stretched for a long moment. Then Nora laughed.

“Four.” She shook her head slowly. “You’re telling me you added another girlfriend since we talked on the phone?”

“Yeah.” I let the pause hang for a beat. “It’s the woman you just met at the front desk.”

Nora’s jaw dropped.

She turned toward the door like she could see through it to the lobby below. Then she turned back to me. Then she started laughing again, harder this time.

“Oh my God,” she wheezed. “Oh my God, Lance. The innkeeper is your fourth girlfriend?”

“That’s the one.”

Nora collapsed into the armchair by the window, still laughing. “I cannot believe this. I cannot believe you. Not that long ago, you were working a boring job in Connecticut and dating nobody, and now you’re living in Vermont with four older women who are all apparently okay with sharing you.”

“It’s been a journey.”

“A journey.” She wiped her eyes. “That’s one word for it.” She took a breath, composing herself. “Okay. I need to meet the other three. Right now. Before you somehow acquire a fifth by dinner.”

“There’s not going to be a fifth.”

“That’s what you said about there not being a fourth, I’m guessing.”

I couldn’t argue with that.

I stood and walked to the door. “Come on. They’re all here.”

We stepped into the hallway, and I turned toward the rooms across the corridor. I raised my voice just enough to carry.

“Nicole. Kara. Ren. My sister wants to meet you.”

Three doors opened almost simultaneously.

Nicole emerged first, wearing a soft sweater and jeans, her auburn hair loose around her shoulders. She smiled warmly at Nora. “I’ve heard so much about you.”

Kara appeared next, elegant as always in dark slacks and a cashmere turtleneck. She extended her hand. “Kara Parker. It’s a pleasure.”

Ren bounded out last, wearing black jeans and a gray, loose-fitting t-shirt. “Finally! We’ve been dying to meet the famous sister.”

Nora looked at the three of them—then at me—then back at them.

“Hi,” she said. “I’m Nora. I’m processing a lot of information right now.”

Nicole laughed gently. “That’s completely understandable.”

“Would it help if we got some wine?” Ren asked. “I find wine always helps with processing.”

Nora grinned. “I think I’m going to like you.”
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New Year’s Eve arrived with clear skies and temperatures cold enough to make your lungs ache.

We gathered in the inn’s lobby later that night, bundled in layers of wool and down. I was with the four women I loved and the sister who’d made a pact with me years ago to always ring in the new year together.

The trail to the top of Founder’s Falls started behind the inn. It wound through bare-branched trees and snow-covered rocks, steep enough to make your thighs burn but not so steep that you needed equipment. Catherine had grown up on this trail. She led the way, a thermos of hot cider tucked under her arm.

Nicole walked beside me, her gloved hand finding mine in the darkness. Kara moved ahead with Nora, the two of them deep in conversation about something that made Nora laugh. Ren brought up the rear, stopping occasionally to photograph the way the moonlight hit the ice on the rocks.

We reached the overlook at eleven-thirty.

The view stole my breath.

Below us, Mapleton spread out like a postcard—twinkling lights marking the town green, the steeple of the church rising white against the dark sky, smoke curling from a hundred chimneys. Beyond the town, the mountains rolled away into darkness, their peaks silvered by the moon.

The waterfall itself was partially frozen, massive sheets of ice clinging to the rocks while water still tumbled through the center, catching the moonlight as it fell. The sound of it—that constant, thundering rush—filled the air around us.

“This is incredible,” Nora said quietly.

“Best view in Vermont,” Catherine replied. “My dad used to bring me up here every New Year’s Eve when I was a girl.”

We spread out along the rocky overlook, finding places to sit or stand. Kara produced a bottle of champagne from her pack, and Ren produced plastic cups from hers. Nicole laid out a blanket on a flat rock, and the six of us settled in to wait for midnight.

The conversation flowed easily. Nora asked questions about the inn, about the bookshop, about Kara’s law career and Ren’s art. The women answered with warmth and patience, and I watched my sister gradually relax into the reality of what I’d built here.

At five minutes to midnight, Kara raised her voice. “Phones out. We need to know when to count.”

I pulled out my phone and watched the time tick forward. The last minutes of the year.

Nora caught my eye across the group. She smiled, and in that smile I saw everything—acceptance, wonder, a little bit of disbelief, and underneath it all, happiness that her brother had found something worth keeping.

“One minute,” Nicole called.

We all stood. The champagne was poured, the cups distributed. The waterfall roared behind us, and Mapleton glittered below, and the moon hung fat and silver overhead.

“Thirty seconds.”

I looked at the women gathered around me. Nicole, who had seen me first when I was just a stranger passing through. Kara, who had challenged me to be more than I thought I could be. Ren, who had taught me that love didn’t have to be serious to be real. Catherine, who had shown me that it was never too late to change.

And Nora. My sister. The one person who’d known me longest and loved me anyway.

“Ten seconds.”

We counted down together.

Ten. Nine. Eight. Seven. Six. Five. Four. Three. Two. One.

“Happy New Year!”

The first fireworks exploded over Mapleton, brilliant bursts of red and gold and silver that lit up the entire valley. The sound followed a moment later—thunderous booms that echoed off the mountains and mixed with the roar of the falls.

I turned to Nicole first.

She was already there, her cold hands framing my face as she kissed me. Soft and warm, tasting of champagne. When she pulled back, her eyes sparkled in the light of the fireworks.

“Happy New Year, Lance.”

“Happy New Year.”

Kara was next. She stepped forward with that controlled grace she’d never lost, took my face in her hands, and kissed me with passion and heat. It was exactly like her—intense, deliberate, leaving no doubt about what it meant.

“To the new year,” she said against my lips.

“To us.”

Ren didn’t wait. She threw her arms around my neck and pulled me down into a kiss that was pure Ren—enthusiastic, messy, full of laughter. She tasted like champagne and cinnamon, and when she pulled back, she was grinning.

“Best New Year’s ever.”

“I’m not arguing.”

And then Catherine.

She stood slightly apart from the others, watching me with those clear blue eyes.

She stepped forward.

The kiss was tender and full of everything she’d spent four years denying herself and was only now beginning to reclaim. When she pulled back, there were tears on her cheeks, but she was smiling.

“Thank you,” she whispered, “and Happy New Year.”

I pulled her close and held her while the fireworks continued to explode overhead, painting the sky in colors.

Nora appeared at my side a moment later. She didn’t say anything. Just stood there, watching the display with me, her shoulder pressed against mine.

“So,” she said finally. “This is your life now.”

“Yeah.” I looked around at the women gathered on the overlook—Nicole leaning against Kara, Ren taking photos of everything, Catherine wiping her eyes and laughing at herself. “This is my life.”

“Are you happy?”

I didn’t have to think about it. “More than I ever thought possible.”

Nora nodded slowly. “Good. That’s all I needed to know.” She paused. “Also, if there’s a fifth by Easter, I’m staging an intervention.”

I laughed. “No more. This is it. This is complete.”

“Mmhmm.” She didn’t sound convinced.

The fireworks built to their finale—a cascade of explosions that turned the whole sky white and gold, the sound washing over us in waves that you felt in your chest.

When the last ember faded, we stood in the sudden silence, the waterfall the only sound remaining.

Nicole was the first to speak. “We should head back. It’s freezing, and I think Ren’s toes are turning blue.”

“They’re definitely blue,” Ren confirmed. “Very artistic, though. I’m into it.”

We gathered our things and began the descent, picking our way carefully down the icy trail. Catherine led again, her footsteps sure despite the darkness. The others followed in a loose group, their voices carrying through the cold night air.

I hung back for a moment, standing at the edge of the overlook.

Below me, Mapleton was returning to quiet after the celebration—lights winking out in windows, the last echoes of cheering fading into silence. The new year had arrived. Another chapter beginning.

I thought about my grandfather’s letter, the one that had started all of this. Don’t wait.

I hadn’t.

Grandpa had been right. You don’t wait for life to happen. You don’t put off the things that matter until you’ve figured everything out. You just start, and you figure it out as you go, and you trust that the people you love will figure it out with you.

“Lance!” Ren’s voice drifted up from the trail. “Come on! My toes are literally separating from my body!”

I smiled and turned away from the view.
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