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Chapter One




Ipulled my truck into Kara’s driveway just after four o’clock on Saturday afternoon. Nicole sat beside me, one hand on my thigh, the other holding a bottle of wine we’d picked up from the general store. She’d been smiling the whole drive, that particular smile she got when she was genuinely happy about something.

Kara had invited us over to show us the interior of her home now that she’d had time to move in the furniture and decorate.

I cut the engine and looked up at the house. The Victorian stood solid, no longer sagging under the weight of decades of neglect. Bobby and Mike had finished the exterior work last week. The scaffolding was gone. The house looked the way it must have looked in 1892, when Kara’s great-grandfather had built it.

It looked like home.

We walked up the front path together, Nicole’s hand finding mine. The November air was cold enough that our breath misted.

The front door opened before we reached the steps.

Kara stepped onto the porch, and I felt it—that jolt of attraction that hit me every time I saw her, only stronger now because I knew exactly what it meant. Because I could feel it without guilt, without hesitation, without wondering if it made me a terrible person.

She’d dressed up in dark jeans that fit perfectly and a cashmere sweater. Her dark hair was down and loose the way I liked it. She wore minimal makeup, but her lips were glossed and her eyes were bright.

She looked beautiful.

More than that, she looked excited. Almost nervous, the way Nicole had said. Her hands moved to smooth her sweater, then stilled when she caught herself doing it.

I walked up the porch steps, Nicole beside me. Kara’s gaze moved over both of us, lingering on me just long enough that I felt the heat of it.

I stopped in front of her, close enough to touch but not quite touching. I could smell her perfume and it made me think of her naked in my arms.

“The house looks good,” I said.

Kara’s smile turned wry. “You should know. You rebuilt half of it.”

“We rebuilt it,” I corrected. “Bobby, Mike, and me. You’re the one who had the vision.”

“And the checkbook,” Kara added, but there was no edge to it.

Nicole stepped forward and kissed Kara’s cheek, easy and affectionate. “We brought wine to celebrate.”

“Perfect. Great idea.”

Something passed between them, warm and genuine. They’d been texting constantly the past few weeks, building their own relationship independent of me. I’d seen the messages sometimes, when Nicole showed me—not because she was trying to prove anything, just because she wanted to share. They talked about books, about their divorces, about Kara’s house and Nicole’s bookshop and the strange new shape their lives were taking.

They were becoming friends. Real friends, not just women who happened to be sleeping with the same man.

“Show us what you did with the inside,” Nicole said.

“Right. Yes. Come in.”

I stepped into the foyer and stopped.

The last time I’d been inside, the house had been a construction site. Drop cloths, sawdust, exposed studs where we’d torn out walls to fix the rotting framework underneath. The smell of paint thinner and wood stain and fresh-cut lumber. Power tools and extension cords snaking across bare subflooring.

Now it was a home.

The floors gleamed—original hardwood that we’d spent two weeks sanding and refinishing, the grain patterns rich and varied. The walls were painted in soft, warm colors that made the natural light from the tall windows seem to glow. Kara had hung art in simple frames that complemented the Victorian architecture without overwhelming it.

The furniture was a careful mix of antique and modern. A velvet sofa in deep blue faced the restored fireplace. Two leather armchairs flanked it, worn in that expensive way that meant they’d been made to last generations. Bookshelves lined one wall, already half-filled.

“Kara,” Nicole breathed. “This is gorgeous.”

“You think so?”

“I know so.” Nicole moved deeper into the room, running her hand along the back of the sofa. “Is this the piece you mentioned? The one you found at that estate sale in Burlington?”

“It is. They were going to throw it out. Can you believe that? It just needed reupholstering.” Kara followed Nicole, warming to the subject. “The frame is solid walnut. Hand-carved, probably from the 1890s.”

I stayed back, watching them. Nicole asked questions I wouldn’t have thought to ask—where Kara found things, why she chose certain colors, how she decided what to keep from the house’s original incarnation and what to replace. She noticed details I’d walked right past: the way the curtains were the exact shade of green as the trim outside, that the light fixtures were period-appropriate reproductions, the small antique clock on the mantle.

Kara answered every question, her enthusiasm building as she talked. I’d never seen her this animated. Not even in bed, though that was a different kind of intensity.

She’d taken a rotting shell and turned it into something beautiful and livable and hers. Bobby and Mike and I had done the structural work, sure—but Kara had provided the vision, made every decision, spent hours researching and shopping and planning.

We moved through the downstairs. Kara showed off the dining room with its restored ceiling medallion and crystal chandelier, then the library with built-in shelves and a reading chair positioned to catch the afternoon light. Next was the kitchen, which still needed to be stocked but had new appliances and gleaming countertops.

Nicole kept asking questions. Kara kept answering. I mostly just watched, feeling something settle in my chest that I couldn’t quite name.

Pride, maybe. Or satisfaction. The knowledge that I’d helped make this possible.

“Upstairs?” Kara asked, glancing at me.

I nodded. “Lead the way.”

The staircase had been one of our bigger projects. Now it was solid and smooth, the wood stained to match the floors.

Kara led us up, pointing out the guest rooms as we went. There were two of them, simply furnished but elegant. The upstairs bathroom had a clawfoot tub and subway tile. I recognized the linen closet that we’d rebuilt after discovering it was structurally unsound.

We came to the master bedroom. It was at the back of the house, windows overlooking the yard. Kara had painted it a soft gray-blue that made the space feel calm and expansive. The bed was king-sized, four-poster, probably also an antique. It was made up with white linens, navy throw pillows, and a thick duvet.

Nicole walked to the window, looking out at the backyard. “You could put a garden back here. Maybe a patio.”

“That’s the plan for spring,” Kara said.

I turned to look at her. “So you are thinking of staying longer term?”

Kara met my gaze. For a moment, something vulnerable flickered across her face.

“Yes,” she said finally. “Mapleton suddenly feels like there’s a lot more room for me.” Her mouth curved into a small smile. “Now that certain people are gone.”

She meant Brett, who’d tried to destroy Nicole’s bookshop and intimidate Kara and probably would have succeeded if we hadn’t outmaneuvered him with his own corruption. He’d left town three days after the planning board meeting, his development dreams in ruins.

“Besides,” Kara added, her gaze holding mine, “I can’t leave now. Not when this is just starting.”

She didn’t have to specify what this was. Nicole, me, her. The strange new shape we were building together, unconventional and complicated and real.

Nicole turned from the window. “We’re glad you’re staying.”

“So am I.” Kara’s attention shifted back to me. “Will you stay tonight? Here, with me?”

I’d moved out of the Pinecone motel two weeks ago. I now split my nights between Nicole’s apartment above the bookshop and Kara at the Inn at Founder’s Falls, where Catherine Barton served us breakfast with a tight-lipped disapproval that was almost entertaining. She thought our arrangement was scandalous, immoral, and doomed to end in heartbreak.

Kara found it hilarious. Nicole found it sad. I mostly just ignored it.

Tonight was Kara’s night, anyway. We’d fallen into a rhythm without planning it—alternate evenings, occasional nights when all three of us ended up together, mornings that started with coffee and sex and easy conversation.

It worked. Somehow, against all conventional wisdom, it worked.

“Yeah,” I said. “I’ll stay.”

Kara smiled. “Good.”

Good didn’t begin to cover it. These two women had become insatiable in ways that left me exhausted and exhilarated. Nicole, who’d spent twenty years in a marriage where she’d felt unwanted, now wanted constantly. Kara, who’d spent her marriage performing the role of dutiful wife, now took what she wanted with an intensity that was frankly intimidating.

I was tired. Genuinely, physically tired in ways I hadn’t been since my early twenties.

I was also more alive than I’d ever been.
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Dinner arrived at seven—Thai food from a place that delivered if you ordered enough. We had pad thai, green curry, spring rolls, chicken satay, and enough rice to feed a small army.

We spread it out on the dining room table, which Kara had set with actual plates and silverware instead of eating straight from the containers like normal people. The wine Nicole had brought was open and breathing. Candles flickered in simple glass holders.

It felt like a celebration. Not of anything specific—just of being here, together, in this house that Kara had brought back to life.

The food was good. The wine was better. The company was best.

Kara caught me watching her halfway through the meal. Her eyes held mine across the table, dark and knowing. A promise of what would come later, after Nicole left and we were alone in that massive bed upstairs.

I held her gaze and didn’t look away.

Nicole noticed. She always noticed. Her smile turned knowing, amused, affectionate. “You two are shameless.”

“Completely,” Kara agreed, not breaking eye contact with me.

We finished dinner slowly, talking and laughing and drinking wine as the candles burned lower. Outside, darkness fell. Inside, the house felt warm and solid and real.

With exactly who I wanted to be with.


Chapter Two




Iwoke up in Kara’s bed with her sprawled across my chest, her dark hair everywhere. Morning light filtered through the windows.

We’d made it upstairs after I’d driven Nicole home around nine. Kara had poured more wine whilst I built a fire in the bedroom fireplace. We’d sat on the floor in front of it for a while, talking about nothing important, until Kara climbed into my lap and kissed me hard.

The bed was as good as it looked. Better, actually. Kara had tested it thoroughly, riding me slow and deliberate whilst the firelight played across her skin, then faster when I flipped her onto her back and drove into her until she came gasping my name. The second time I’d taken her from behind, her face pressed into the pillows, my hands on her hips as I fucked her hard enough that the headboard hit the wall.

Afterwards, we’d collapsed into the expensive sheets and Kara curled against me.

This morning, Kara made coffee in her new kitchen while I showered in the restored bathroom. We drank it standing at the counter. She kissed me goodbye at the door, told me to text her later, and I left feeling like this was becoming routine in the best possible way.

Now I was at Earl’s hardware store, standing at the counter as Earl sorted through invoices.

“You still looking for work?” he asked.

“Yeah.” I leaned against the counter. “We finished Kara’s house. Chet’s got a punch list at the motel, but that’s mostly small stuff. I’ve got time for real jobs.”

Earl made a noise that might have been approval. “Good timing. I’ve been getting calls.”

That was good. With Kara’s house finished, I had a lot more time freed up that I’d like to fill with work. I thought briefly about another recent job that had likely dried up—Ren’s house, the Cape Cod filled with thirty years of her mother’s accumulated grief. We’d made decent progress before she’d left—cleared the living room, tackled her old bedroom, found her father’s painting supplies. But then I’d run into her on the roadside, taking photographs of the mountains at sunset, and she’d told me she was leaving town and didn’t know when she’d be back.

I heard about you and Nicole. I’m happy for you.

She’d said it with genuine warmth, no bitterness. I wondered where she was now. Brooklyn, maybe, back in her apartment trying to figure out what came next. I hoped she was okay and hoped she’d come back eventually, if only to finish dealing with the house.

And that I’d get the chance to see her again.

Earl shuffled papers, pulling me back to the present. “Deana Wade called yesterday. She needs someone at the gallery. She didn’t specify what she needed done, but she did say she’d pay cash if you could start soon.”

Wade Gallery. I’d passed it a dozen times. It was a white building near the town green with big windows facing the street. I’d never been inside. Art galleries had never really been my thing.

I’d picked up that Earl’s tone had shifted when he said Deana’s name.

“You don’t sound thrilled about it,” I said.

Earl’s jaw worked. He set the invoices down and looked at me directly. “Deana’s been… divisive. For a long time.”

“Divisive how?”

“She just is.” Earl’s expression closed off. “Good luck with her.”

That was all I was getting.

I pulled out my phone and typed the gallery’s address into my maps. “Thanks for the referral.”

Earl grunted. “Don’t thank me yet.”

I left the hardware store wondering what exactly I was walking into. The gallery was only three blocks away, an easy walk in the cold November morning.

Time to find out what made Deana Wade so divisive.
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The Wade Gallery looked closed when I pulled up. The curtains were drawn across the big front windows, and a handwritten sign hung on the door: “Closed Until Further Notice.”

I tried the door anyway. It opened.

Inside, the gallery had been gutted. Where there’d probably been art on the walls, there were now just empty white spaces and darker rectangles where frames had hung for years. The hardwood floors showed trails of dust and scuff marks from furniture being moved.

Cardboard boxes were stacked against one wall, some sealed with packing tape, others still open and half-filled. A few pieces of art leaned against the boxes—paintings and framed prints waiting to be wrapped and packed away.

I walked deeper into the space, my boots loud on the bare floor. The gallery was smaller than it looked from outside, maybe fifteen hundred square feet total. Good bones, though—exposed brick on one wall, high ceilings with track lighting, large windows that would flood the space with natural light when the curtains were open.

I stopped in front of the remaining artwork. There were maybe six pieces total, all leaning against the wall.

The first was a landscape—Vermont mountains in autumn, all gold and crimson and deep green. Competent but safe, the kind of thing tourists bought to remember their visit. I moved on.

The next piece stopped me cold.

It was a nude. A woman, life-sized, painted in oils with enough detail that I could see the texture of her skin. She was lying on her side on rumpled white sheets, one arm thrown over her head, her dark hair spilling across the pillow. The artist had painted her with absolute honesty—the curve of her hip, the weight of her breast against the mattress, the shadows where her body pressed into the bed.

It wasn’t pornographic. It was intimate and vulnerable. It made me feel like I was intruding on a private moment.

I understood why some people in Mapleton might find it inappropriate. I also understood why it was art.

The third piece was abstract—bold slashes of color that probably meant something to someone but looked like controlled chaos to me. I spent ten seconds on it and moved on.

The fourth was another nude, this time a man. He stood facing away from the viewer, his back and shoulders catching light from an unseen source. The painting was all about line and shadow, the play of muscle under skin. Again, it was honest without being explicit.

I was studying the fifth piece—a portrait of an elderly woman with kind eyes—when I heard movement from the back of the gallery.

Footsteps, then the scrape of a box being dragged across the floor.

I walked toward the sound, past empty pedestals and a desk that had been pushed into the corner. There was a doorway at the back, partially hidden behind a tall filing cabinet.

I stepped through it into what had clearly been an office.

The woman inside was bent over an open cardboard box, wrapping something in bubble wrap. She straightened when she heard me.

Deana Wade was in her early eighties but didn’t move like it. She was tall—five-seven, maybe five-eight—with the kind of posture that comes from decades of caring about how you present yourself. White hair worn in an elegant twist at the back of her head. Her sharp blue eyes assessed me in the two seconds it took her to turn around fully.

She wore black trousers and a white blouse under a colorful scarf that sported bold geometric patterns in turquoise, coral, and gold. Her hands were wrinkled but steady, still holding the bubble wrap. Her jewelry was a silver cuff bracelet, small earrings, a simple ring on her right hand.

She didn’t smile, but she didn’t frown either. “The sign on the door says we’re closed,” she said. Her voice was clear and sounded much younger than her apparent age.

“I know. I’m Lance Hayden. Earl sent me. He said you needed some work done?”

Recognition flickered across her face. “Ah. The handyman everyone’s talking about.”

“That’s me.”

She set down the bubble wrap and crossed her arms, studying me more carefully now. “You’re the one dating Nicole Hill and Kara Parker.”

It wasn’t a question. Of course she knew. Everyone in Mapleton knew by now, thanks to the town’s efficient gossip network. Then again, we weren’t necessarily trying to hide it.

“I am,” I said.

Deana’s expression didn’t change. No judgment, no disapproval, no surprise. Just acknowledgment. “Good for you. And good for them.”

That was unexpected. Most people over seventy tended to have opinions about unconventional relationship structures, and those opinions usually weren’t positive.

Deana gestured at the chaos around us. “As you can see, I’m packing up. After forty-three years, I’m closing the gallery.”

“Why?” The question came out before I could stop it.

“I’m eighty-two years old. My son lives in Portland—Maine, not Oregon—and he’s been after me for five years to move closer. I’ve been putting it off because of this place.” She waved a hand at the office, the gallery beyond. “But it’s time.”

“That’s a long time to run a business.”

“It is. I opened in 1982. This town needed culture then, and it needs it now. But I can’t be the one providing it anymore.” She turned back to the box, picking up a framed photograph and wrapping it carefully. “I found someone to take over. Someone who understands what this place is supposed to be.”

“Who?” I asked.

“Someone who I think will continue to breathe life into this place long after I’m gone.” She gave a small smile.

I’d been looking for a name, but dismissed it. I probably wouldn’t know the person anyway, and besides, it had nothing to do with why I was there. “What do you need done?”

Deana finished wrapping the photograph and set it in the box. She straightened again, one hand going to the small of her back in a gesture that suggested old pain.

“Simple things, mostly. The track lighting in the main gallery needs rewiring. I think two of the fixtures are shorting out. There’s a crack in the plaster near the back corner that should be patched before it spreads. The front door sticks in the frame. And the bathroom sink has been dripping for six months.”

I ran through the list mentally. Easy work, all of it.

“When do you need it done?” I asked.

“As soon as possible. I’d like everything in good shape before I hand over the keys.”

“I can start today.”

Deana nodded. “Good. Earl was right about you. What do you charge?”

I quoted my standard rate. She didn’t blink, just pulled some cash from the desk drawer and counted out half the estimated total.

“The rest when you finish,” she said, handing it to me.

I tucked the bills into my shirt pocket. “I’ll be coming and going as I do the work.”

“I’ll be here. Probably buried under boxes, but I’ll be here.”

I turned to leave, then paused. “The paintings out front. The nudes.”

Deana’s expression sharpened. “What about them?”

“They’re really good.”

Something softened in her face. “Yes. They are. That’s why I championed them when no one else would. Those are mild compared to some of the pieces I’ve displayed here over the years. You should know, half this town thinks I’m a pornographer. The other half thinks I’m a necessary evil. Very few people understand what art is supposed to do.”

I remembered Earl saying Deana was “divisive.” Now I was beginning to understand what he meant.

“What’s it supposed to do?”

“Challenge. Provoke. Make you feel something real instead of something safe.” She held my gaze. “The world has enough safe art. It needs more truth.”

“Yeah,” I said. “I suppose it does.”

I left the gallery and walked back to my truck, thinking about art and truth and the woman who’d spent decades defending both in a town that didn’t always appreciate either.

I pushed through the gallery door and nearly collided with Ren Simmons.


Chapter Three




“Lance?” Ren blinked up at me, her dark eyes wide with surprise.

I’d forgotten how expressive her face was. Every thought showed—shock, pleasure, confusion, all flashing across her features in the space of two seconds.

She looked good. Better than good. She wore a faded band t-shirt—something with a vintage print I didn’t recognize—and dark jeans that fit her curves in ways I remembered too well. Her wild dark curls were down for once, tumbling past her shoulders in a chaotic mass that framed her face.

“What are you doing here?” she asked.

“Repairs. Deana hired me.” I glanced back at the gallery, then at her. “What are you doing here? You told me you left town.”

It had only been three weeks since I’d run into her on the roadside, photographing the mountains at sunset. She’d told me she was leaving that night and didn’t know when she’d be back.

And now here she was.

Ren shifted her weight. “I did leave. Made it back to Brooklyn, actually unpacked my suitcase for once.” She laughed, but it sounded hollow. “Then Deana called me three days ago and asked if I’d take over the gallery to continue what she started. I couldn’t say no.“

She didn’t elaborate on why she’d left in the first place. Didn’t mention the house, her mother, the boxes of grief waiting to be sorted. I didn’t push.

“I didn’t know you had a connection to the gallery,” I said.

“Oh.” Ren’s face lit up, animation returning. “Yeah. Major connection. When I was sixteen, Deana was the first person who took my art seriously. Like, actually seriously. My teachers at school thought I was wasting my time with painting. My mom…” She trailed off, the light dimming briefly. “My mom didn’t understand why I’d want to do something so impractical. But Deana got it. She let me hang out here after school, showed me how galleries worked, and introduced me to artists. She’s the reason I went to Pratt.”

“I can see she matters to you,” I said.

“She matters to me.” Ren nodded. “So when she called and said she wanted me to take over… how could I say no? This place shaped who I became. Or who I was trying to become before…” She gestured vaguely, leaving the sentence unfinished.

Before her marriage. Before twenty years of losing herself in someone else’s career and forgetting she’d ever wanted to be an artist.

“So you’re staying?” I asked. “In Mapleton?”

“Looks like it.” She smiled, small but genuine. “Guess I’m dealing with the house whether I’m ready or not.”

“If you need help⁠—”

“I know.” She touched my arm briefly. “You’ve already done more than enough, trust me. But yeah, I might take you up on that eventually.” She paused. “Let me guess. Deana asked for repairs?” Ren asked.

“Yeah. Basic maintenance stuff.”

“Good.” Ren’s smile widened. “She wants everything in good shape before I officially take over. I’m looking forward to working together on this.”

There was nothing suggestive in her tone, nothing that suggested she was thinking about the tension that had crackled between us when we’d worked on clearing out her mother’s house. The way she’d looked at me over coffee, direct and interested and completely unsubtle about it.

That was before, though. Before Nicole. Before Kara. Before everything shifted into the shape it had now.

Ren pulled her jacket tighter against the cold. “Only took one lunch at Mae’s Diner to hear about you and Nicole and Kara.”

It was like she’d read my mind.

“Yeah.” I kept my voice neutral. “I figured word got around.”

“Oh, it got around. People are still talking about it.” She studied my face. “How are you handling that?”

I shrugged. “Can’t be bothered by what people think.”

It was true. Catherine Barton at the Inn at Founder’s Falls disapproved. Earl had opinions he kept mostly to himself. Mae found the whole thing entertaining. Half the town probably thought I was corrupting two perfectly good women; the other half probably thought they were corrupting me.

None of it mattered. What Nicole and Kara and I had together was real and ours. The rest was noise.

Ren’s expression shifted, became wistful. “I wish I had some of that.”

“Some of what?”

“Not caring what people think.” She laughed, but there was no humor in it. “I’ve spent my whole life worried about whether I’m doing the right thing, being the right person, meeting everyone’s expectations. It’s exhausting.” Ren looked at the gallery, then back at me. “Anyway.” She stepped forward and hugged me. It was quick and friendly, nothing lingering or complicated. Just warmth and affection.

When she pulled back, her smile was brighter. “I’ll see you around, Lance.”

“See you.”

She slipped past me into the gallery, the door closing behind her.

I stood there for another moment, watching through the window as she walked toward the back where Deana was probably still packing boxes.


Chapter Four




The apartment above Birch & Bower smelled like rosemary and garlic when I climbed the stairs. Nicole had texted me at four to say she was cooking and Kara would be joining us.

Kara was already there, sitting at Nicole’s small kitchen table with a glass of red wine. She’d changed out of her work clothes into dark jeans and a soft grey sweater that clung to her. Her hair was down, falling loose past her shoulders, and when she looked up at me her dark eyes held warmth and something more.

“Perfect timing,” Nicole said from the stove. She turned, wooden spoon in hand, and smiled. “Dinner’s almost ready.”

I crossed to her and kissed her hello, tasting wine on her lips. She made a soft sound against my mouth, leaning into me for a moment before pulling back.

“Go sit. Tell us about your day.”

I grabbed a beer from the fridge—Nicole kept them stocked now, a small gesture that felt significant—and took the chair next to Kara. She leaned over and kissed me too, slower than Nicole’s kiss, her hand coming up to touch my jaw.

“Missed you,” she murmured against my mouth.

I was the luckiest man in Vermont.

Nicole served chicken parmesan over linguine, the lemon butter sauce pooling around tender pieces of meat. She’d made garlic bread too, the kind with real butter and parmesan that turned golden and crispy in the oven. We ate family style, passing plates and filling our bowls whilst the windows fogged with steam and the conversation flowed easy.

“Earl sent me to the Wade Gallery today,” I said between bites. “Deana’s closing it down and moving to Portland to be near her son.”

Nicole’s fork paused halfway to her mouth. “Oh. I heard she was thinking about it, but I didn’t know she’d actually decided.”

“She has. So she hired me to fix the place up before she hands it over.”

Kara refilled her wine glass. “That gallery has been causing arguments in this town since before I moved here.”

“Why?” I asked.

“Because Deana displayed art that made people uncomfortable,” Nicole said.

Kara nodded. “I went to an opening there maybe eight years ago—before the divorce, when Brett dragged me to some town event. There was a series of photographs on the walls. Black and white portraits of women over seventy, completely naked. Just standing there, facing the camera. No shame, no apology.”

“I remember that. They were beautiful,” Nicole said quietly. “I felt the photographer had captured something honest about aging, about bodies that had lived full lives. But half the people there acted like Deana was running a strip club.”

“What did Brett think?” I asked Kara.

Her smile was sharp. “He called it tasteless and walked out ten minutes in. Which is when I knew I wanted to stay.” She took a sip of wine. “I bought one of the photographs. Brett hated it. I still have it, actually. It’s in storage until I figure out where to hang it in the house.”

I thought about the nudes leaning against the wall in the gallery. The woman on rumpled sheets. The man with light playing across his shoulders. Honest without being explicit.

“Deana said the same thing,” I told them. “That art should challenge you. Make you feel something real instead of something safe.”

“She’s right,” Nicole said. “That’s what I loved about the gallery. It was the only place in Mapleton where you could see work that wasn’t just pretty landscapes and covered bridges.”

Kara leaned back in her chair. “Did she say who’s taking over?”

“Ren Simmons.”

Both women went still for a second, glancing at each other, as if the news were a pleasant surprise.

“That makes sense,” Nicole said slowly. “Ren used to always be at the gallery. Always sitting in the corner and sketching.”

“Deana was her mentor,” Kara added. “I didn’t know Ren well—still don’t—but everyone knew she was talented. Then she left for New York and I think most people forgot about her.”

“She came back to deal with her mother’s estate,” I said. “I helped her clear some of it out before she left the first time.”

Nicole’s expression sharpened. Interest, maybe. Or curiosity.

“And now she’s back again,” Kara said. She tapped a nail against her wine glass. “Taking over the gallery. That’s a big commitment.”

“It is.” I finished the last of my chicken parmesan. “Deana called her in Brooklyn and asked her to continue what she had started. Ren said she couldn’t say no.”

“Of course she couldn’t,” Nicole said. “At least, I don’t see how she would be able to. That place is so important to her.”

Kara’s smirked. “So you’ll be working at the gallery. Fixing things up. While Ren’s there.”

I saw where this was going.

“Just repairs,” I said. “Rewiring the track lighting. Patching plaster. Basic stuff.”

“Mmm.” Nicole stood and started clearing plates, but her eyes were bright with amusement. “That’s how it started with me. Basic stuff. You fixed my furnace. And got me so flustered I had to leave my own basement.” Nicole carried the plates to the sink. “All that talk about paying proper attention to neglected things.”

Heat crept up my neck. “I was talking about the furnace.”

“Sure you were.” Kara stood and brought her plate over. She leaned against the counter next to Nicole, both of them looking at me with matching expressions of faint mischief. “And with me, it was the crumbling foundation. You pulling me away from falling plaster. Getting all protective.”

“The plaster was falling,” I said.

Nicole laughed. “And now you’ll be demonstrating your handyman skills in front of yet another woman. Poor Ren doesn’t stand a chance.”

“Looking all competent. Getting sweaty,” Kara said.

“Taking off his shirt if it’s warm enough.”

“Explaining how structural support works in that voice he uses when he’s focused.”

They were enjoying this way too much.

“You two are hilarious,” I said.

Nicole came back to the table and leaned down to kiss the top of my head. “We’re just saying. You have a pattern.”

“A very effective pattern,” Kara added. She refilled my beer from the fridge without asking, setting it in front of me. “It worked on both of us.”

The teasing was light, affectionate, but underneath it was something else. Something that sounded almost like permission. Like they wanted me to pursue Ren if the opportunity arose.

I laughed along because what else could I do? “I think I’m good with two women. More than good.”

“Are you, though?” Kara’s smile turned wicked. “You seem to have plenty of energy left.”

“Plenty,” Nicole agreed.

I shook my head, but my mind was already turning over the question. What if?

What if Ren did become interested? What if that tension between us rekindled while we worked side by side in the gallery? What if Nicole and Kara were serious about expanding this thing we’d built?

Then I thought about the reality of it. The logistics, the emotional complexity, the sheer physical demand of keeping two women satisfied. Kara was insatiable—when she wanted me she wanted all of me, hard and intense and often. Nicole was softer but no less hungry, her need quieter but constant. Between them, I’d spent the last month in a state of permanent low-grade exhaustion that I didn’t entirely mind but also couldn’t ignore.

Adding a third woman to that equation?

I wasn’t sure I’d survive it.

But then I looked at Nicole and Kara standing together in the kitchen, comfortable with each other in ways that still surprised me, and I realized they weren’t joking. Not entirely. They’d built something together—the three of us had—and maybe they were curious about whether it could expand further.

Maybe I was curious too.

But not tonight. Tonight was for the three of us.
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The teasing wound down as we finished cleaning up. Kara washed while Nicole dried, both of them moving around the small kitchen with an ease that came from weeks of practice. I sat at the table and watched them, thinking about how natural this had become.

Nicole folded the dish towel and hung it on the oven handle. “Kara, how much longer are you at the inn before you fully move into your place?”

Kara turned off the water. “Only a few days left. Honestly, I could move out now. The house is finished enough to live in. But I don’t want to ask Catherine for a refund when I’ve already paid through the end of the week.”

“That’s generous,” Nicole said. “Especially considering she doesn’t approve of us.”

“She doesn’t.” Kara’s smile was wry. “But the inn has been in her family for three generations. I can afford to help support it even if she thinks I’m going to hell for sleeping with both of you.”

“That’s nice of you,” I said. Kara was being remarkably generous to someone who’d judged her harshly.

“I have my moments.” Kara leaned against the counter. Then her expression shifted, became thoughtful. “Actually. I just had an idea.”

Nicole tilted her head. “What kind of idea?”

“What if you both came to stay with me at the inn for my last night? We could treat it like a little getaway. A staycation.” Kara looked between us. “My room has a fireplace and the big bed. We’re paying for it anyway. Might as well use it.”

Nicole and I looked at each other.

A night away. The three of us in that massive bed I’d already tested thoroughly with Kara. Room service delivered to the door by a scandalized Catherine Barton. Waking up together somewhere that wasn’t Nicole’s cramped apartment or Kara’s still-settling house.

It sounded perfect.

“I like it,” Nicole said. Her eyes met mine, bright with interest. “What do you think?”

“Yeah, I think it sounds really nice,” I said.

Kara’s smile widened. “Good. This weekend, then. I’ll tell Catherine we need extra towels.”


Chapter Five




Ipulled into Earl’s Hardware & Supply early the next morning, my truck’s engine ticking as it cooled in the morning chill. Earl was already behind the counter, coffee steaming beside the register.

“Morning,” I said.

“Morning.” He set down whatever catalog he’d been reading. “What do you need?”

I pulled out the list I’d made the night before. “Wire for track lighting. Junction boxes. Plaster compound, joint tape, sandpaper. Also need a new door plane and some wood filler.”

Earl gathered everything without comment as he moved through the store. When he set the plaster compound on the counter, I added, “Better make that two buckets. The crack’s bigger than I thought.”

“Deana let that place go longer than she should’ve,” Earl said. “Not that she had much choice. Running a gallery in this town was never easy.”

“She did it for forty-three years.”

“She did.” Earl rang up the total. “And now Ren Simmons’s taking it over. That’ll stir things up again.”

I paid and loaded the supplies into the truck bed, then closed the tailgate.
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The Wade Gallery looked different in the morning light. The brick facade had a warm glow.

I parked out front and hauled my toolbox and supplies inside. I heard voices from the back office—Ren’s animated cadence and Deana’s lower, steadier responses.

I set up in the main gallery and started with the track lighting. Two fixtures were definitely shorting out, their connections corroded from age and moisture. I killed the power at the breaker box and climbed the stepladder, removing the first fixture to inspect the wiring. The wire was brittle, insulation cracking when I touched it. I cut it back to fresh copper and made new connections, working through both problem fixtures and then checking the rest of the track while I was up there. Three more showed signs of wear. I replaced their connections too.

By nine o’clock I’d moved on to the plaster crack. Deana had been right about its location—back corner, near the ceiling—but she’d underestimated how far it had spread. The crack ran six feet along the crown molding and branched into smaller fissures like a river delta. I scraped away loose plaster, widening the crack so the compound would have something to grip. The work was meditative. Scrape, brush away dust, assess. Repeat.

Footsteps crossed the gallery floor.

“Is it bad?” Deana’s voice came from behind me.

I looked down from the ladder. “Worse than you thought. But fixable.”

She studied the crack, her expression resigned. “Of course it is. This building has been falling apart for twenty years. I just kept patching and hoping.”

“It’s held together this long. Another few patches will buy Ren time to do proper renovations.”

Deana’s mouth quirked. “Ren doing proper renovations. That’ll be interesting to see.” But there was affection in her voice, not doubt.

She left me to it, returning to the back office. I heard more conversation, then the sound of boxes being moved. Around ten-thirty, Deana came back out of the office. “I’m heading to the post office.”

I finished taping the crack and started mixing plaster compound, working it to the right consistency—thick enough to hold, thin enough to spread smooth.

I was halfway through the first coat when I felt eyes on me.

Ren stood at the edge of the gallery, arms crossed, watching me work. She’d changed from whatever she’d been wearing earlier into paint-stained jeans and a faded black t-shirt.

“Is this how you did it?” she asked.

I glanced down at her. “Did what?”

“Seduced Nicole and Kara.” Her smile was pure mischief. “By being all competent and focused while doing manual labor. Just… fixing things. Making yourself useful.”

I remembered last night. Nicole and Kara teasing me in the kitchen.

Ren was testing the same theory.

I didn’t respond, just turned back to the wall and smoothed compound into the crack. But my silence was answer enough.

“I knew it,” Ren said, laughing.

“The furnace needed attention,” I said.

“I’m sure it did.” She moved closer, leaning against the wall where she could see my face. “For what it’s worth? It’s sexy. The whole competent handyman thing. Very sexy.”

My imagination ran wild before I could stop it. Ren watching me work. Ren climbing the ladder to hand me tools. Ren pressed against the gallery wall while I⁠—

I shut that down and focused on the plaster.

Ren seemed content to watch me in silence for a while. I finished the first coat and climbed down to let it set, cleaning my trowel with a rag.

“Can I ask you something?” Ren said.

“Sure.”

“How does it work? The logistics, I mean. Do you all live together? Take turns? How do you manage it?”

I set the trowel down. “I split my time. One night with Nicole, one night with Kara. We’re flexible when schedules need adjusting, but that’s the pattern.”

“Whose night was last night?”

“Nicole’s.”

Ren nodded slowly, processing. “And they’re both okay with that? Sharing you like that?”

“More than okay. It was Nicole’s idea to pursue Kara in the first place.”

Her eyebrows went up. “Really?”

“Really. Nicole saw how Kara looked at me and suggested I seduce her. Kara needed time to think about it, but once she decided she wanted in, it just… worked.”

“Huh.” Ren tilted her head, studying me. “I heard Brett Cross was trying to buy out the bookshop and pressuring Nicole to sell.”

“He was.”

“But not anymore?”

“Not anymore.”

I didn’t elaborate. Ren’s eyes sharpened with understanding.

“So you’re not just doing repairs for her,” she said. “You’re protecting her from vulturous businessmen too.”

“Kara mostly handled Brett. I was just there.”

“Modest.” Ren’s smile turned knowing. “You’ve become quite the positive entity in Mapleton, Lance. Fixing things. Helping people. Apparently collecting beautiful older women who are way out of your league.” She pushed off the wall. “You know, if there were more men like you in this town when I was growing up, I might never have run away.”

I didn’t know what to say to that, so I just nodded.

Ren walked over to the paintings leaning against the wall—the nudes Deana had mentioned. She crouched down, studying them more closely.

“I’ve never been to the bookshop,” she said without looking at me. “Nicole’s place, I mean. I should probably fix that and pick up reading again. That would give me something more productive to do before bed instead of doomscrolling on my phone.”

“You should come by.”

She glanced over her shoulder. “Yeah?”

“Yeah. Nicole would like that. She’s good at recommending books.”

Ren stood, brushing dust off her jeans. “Okay. I will.”

She held my gaze for a moment longer, something unspoken passing between us. Then she smiled—bright, genuine, uncomplicated—and headed back toward the office.

I returned to the plaster crack, but my mind wasn’t on the work anymore.


Chapter Six




The next five days at the Wade Gallery fell into a rhythm. I arrived each morning at seven, worked until noon, broke for lunch at Mae’s, then finished by four. The track lighting was completed first—every fixture inspected, connections replaced where needed, the entire system tested and retested until it worked perfectly. The plaster crack took longer. Three coats of compound, sanding between each layer, then priming and painting to match the existing wall. Soon the repair was invisible unless you knew where to look.

The morning after, I finished touching up the trim around the front windows where the paint had chipped and peeled. I stood back, inspecting my work in the natural light streaming through the glass, then packed up my tools and headed to the back office.

Deana sat at her desk surrounded by open boxes whilst Ren perched on the edge of a filing cabinet, both women deep in conversation about inventory records.

“I’m done,” I said from the doorway.

They both looked up.

“Already?” Deana asked.

“The track lighting’s working, plaster’s patched, trim’s painted. Everything you hired me for is finished.”

Deana set down the inventory sheet she’d been studying. “That was fast.”

“I like to get things done.” I shifted my weight, considering whether to mention what I’d noticed. “Though while I was working, I did find a few other things that could use attention.”

Deana’s eyes narrowed with amusement. “Of course you did.”

“The front door sticks in the frame, probably swollen from humidity over the years. It needs planing. And the electrical outlet near one of the display pedestals is loose in the wall box. I wouldn’t call it dangerous yet, but it will be if someone bumps it wrong. Also, the ventilation grate in the ceiling is clogged with forty years of dust, and the air flow’s restricted. You’ll notice it more in summer when the AC’s running.”

Deana leaned back in her chair, her smile widening. “Just like those car repairmen. Always finding something else that needs fixing.”

“He’s not making it up,” Ren said quickly. She looked at Deana, her expression earnest. “I know you’re joking, but Lance’s probably the most honest handyman there is. If he says something needs work, it needs work.”

Heat crept up my neck. Ren’s defense was unexpected and immediate, like she’d already decided I was trustworthy and wouldn’t hear otherwise.

Deana studied me for a moment, then nodded. “I’m glad I found a good one, then.” She gestured toward the gallery. “Fix whatever you found. We need this place in top shape before I hand it over to Ren. Can’t have her inheriting a building that’s falling apart.”

“It’s not falling apart,” Ren protested.

“Maybe I’m exaggerating a little,” Deana said, “but still. I don’t want you to have to worry about stuff like repairs when you’re first getting started.”

I tackled these new projects starting the next day. The door took an hour—removing it from the hinges, planing the swollen edge until it swung smooth, rehanging it with fresh screws. The electrical outlet required opening the wall box and securing the receptacle properly, then testing it with a voltage meter. The ventilation grate came last. I climbed the stepladder and removed the cover, revealing decades of accumulated lint and dust packed into the ductwork. I vacuumed what I could reach, then wiped down the grate itself until the metal gleamed.
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My day off finally came. I spent the morning taking a long walk on a hiking trail on the outside of town while catching up on texts from Kara about paint colors for her dining room. She sent me seven different shades of cream, each one looking identical to the last, asking which I preferred.

They’re all the same, I texted back.

They are NOT the same. This one has warm undertones. This one is cooler. This one is practically beige.

Pick the one you like best.

That’s not helpful, Lance.

I smiled and pocketed my phone. Kara would agonize over paint colors for another week before finally choosing whichever one the hardware store had in stock.

By noon I was at Birch & Bower, settled into my usual chair in the reading nook with a book Nicole had recommended—a literary thriller about a woman who returns to her childhood home and discovers her memories don’t match reality. The prose was dense but compelling and did a great job of pulling me deeper into the protagonist’s unraveling certainty about her own past.

The shop was busier than usual in the afternoon. Nicole moved behind the counter, helping customers, processing orders, and answering questions about book club selections. She wore a dark green cardigan over a white blouse, her auburn hair down. Every time she glanced toward the reading nook, her eyes found mine, and her mouth curved into a private smile.

The bell above the door chimed.

Ren walked in.

I looked up from my book, genuinely surprised. She’d said she would come by, but I’d assumed it was one of those polite promises people make without following through.

She spotted me immediately and waved, then headed toward the counter where Nicole was straightening a display of new releases.

“Hey,” Ren said.

Nicole turned, her expression brightening. “Ren! Hi!”

They hugged briefly—the kind of hug women give when they know each other but aren’t particularly close. Friendly without being intimate.

“It’s been forever,” Nicole said, stepping back. “How are you?”

“Good. Busy. Overwhelmed.” Ren laughed, tucking a curl behind her ear. “Taking over the Wade Gallery is… a lot.”

“I heard. Congratulations, by the way. That’s such an amazing opportunity.”

“Thanks. It doesn’t feel real yet.”

Nicole leaned against the counter, her posture relaxed. “Are you excited?”

“Terrified, mostly. But yeah, excited too.” Ren glanced around the shop, taking in the shelves and displays. “This place is beautiful. I can’t believe I’ve never actually been inside before.”

“Are you looking for anything in particular?”

“Actually, yes.” Ren’s smile turned sheepish. “I need to start reading again. Real books, not just Instagram captions and doomscrolling before bed. Lance said you were good at recommendations.”

Nicole’s eyes flicked toward me briefly, warm with amusement, before returning to Ren. “He’s right. I am.” She moved around the counter, gesturing for Ren to follow. “What do you usually like? Or what did you use to like, before you stopped reading?”

They walked deeper into the shop, Ren talking about the kinds of books she’d loved in college—literary fiction, stories about women unraveling, anything with sharp prose and complicated characters. Nicole listened, nodding, occasionally asking clarifying questions. They disappeared into the fiction section, their conversation drifting into murmurs I couldn’t quite hear.

I tried to return to my book, but my attention kept sliding toward the two women browsing the shelves.

Ren said something that made Nicole laugh. Ren laughed too, gesturing animatedly with her hands the way she always did when she was excited or comfortable. They stood close together, heads bent over a book Nicole had pulled from the shelf, their body language easy and natural.

My imagination stirred before I could stop it.

I’m pretty sure I’m tempted to jump you right here on this table if it wasn’t covered with crap.

Ren’s words from that day at her mother’s house echoed in my mind. That was before I’d slept with Nicole for the first time. Before Kara. Before any of this had become real.

But now it was real.

I watched them, and my mind supplied an image I hadn’t asked for.

Ren pressed against Nicole on the bed upstairs. Both of them naked and looking up at me, waiting. The two of them turning toward me with identical expressions of heat and invitation.

My pulse quickened. Heat spread through my chest and lower.

I forced my eyes back to the page in front of me, but the words blurred together. I couldn’t focus. The image had taken root—Ren and Nicole tangled together, skin against skin, both of them waiting for me to join them.

Stop.

I took a slow breath and gripped the book tighter, willing the fantasy away before it could spiral further. This wasn’t the time. Not here, not now, not while they were having a perfectly innocent conversation about books.

I heard footsteps approaching and looked up.

Nicole and Ren returned to the counter, Nicole carrying a single paperback. She set it down and rang it up while Ren pulled out her wallet.

“This one should keep you up all night,” Nicole said. “Psychological thriller. The kind of book where you think you know what’s happening, and then the author pulls the rug out from under you.”

Ren took the book, examining the cover. “Perfect. Exactly what I need.”

She paid, and Nicole slipped the book into a small paper bag with the Birch & Bower logo stamped on the front.

“Thanks,” Ren said.

“This place is really nice,” Ren said, looking around the shop with genuine appreciation. “So cozy. Exactly the kind of space you want to curl up in with a book.”

Nicole’s smile widened. “That’s exactly the vibe I’m going for. Thank you.”

“You know, the other day when I told Lance I needed to start reading more? My phone must have heard us, because now my algorithm keeps showing me BookTok content.”

Nicole tilted her head. “BookTok?”

“The book community on TikTok,” Ren explained. “People reviewing books, showing off their reading nooks, doing dramatic readings. It’s this whole massive subculture with millions of people posting about what they’re reading, making recommendations, talking about their favorite tropes. Some books go absolutely viral on there and hit the bestseller lists just from TikTok alone.”

“Oh.” Nicole nodded slowly. “I’ve heard of TikTok, obviously. I just didn’t know there was a whole book thing on there.”

“There’s a place for everything,” Ren said. “But BookTok is huge. And they love cozy reading places like this. Your shop is perfect for it with the aesthetic, the lighting, and just the whole vibe. You could build a real following.” She paused. “Have you ever made any content for TikTok?”

Nicole laughed and shook her head. “No. God, no. I think I’m too old for that.”

“We’re basically the same age, and I’m completely addicted, even though I should probably be too old for it too,” Ren said. She gestured around the shop. “But seriously, if I owned a bookshop like this? I’d be crazy not to market it on TikTok. The platform is made for places like Birch & Bower.”

Nicole shrugged, her expression turning thoughtful. “You’re probably right. I just… There’s never enough time for that kind of thing. Between running the shop and ordering inventory and keeping the business side of things running, social media always falls to the bottom of the list.”

Ren’s eyes lit up with sudden inspiration. “Okay. New plan. I’m going to create the profile and make the first video right now.”

“Right now?” Nicole blinked.

“Right now.” Ren pulled out her phone and shifted into director mode, her energy crackling with focus. She turned toward me. “Lance, you need to move.”

I looked up from my chair. “What?”

“Out of the reading nook. Come on.” She made a shooing motion. “I need Nicole in that spot.”

I set my book aside and stood, stepping out of the way. Ren gestured for Nicole to take my place.

“Sit,” Ren commanded.

Nicole obeyed, settling into the sage green chair with an expression that was equal parts amused, curious, and open-minded. She picked up the book I’d been reading and held it in her lap.

Ren circled the chair, examining angles and lighting like a cinematographer scouting a location. “Okay. Cross your legs. Good. Now lean back a little—no, not that much. Just enough to look comfortable.” She stepped closer, adjusting the way Nicole held the book. “Tilt it so the cover shows. Perfect.”

Nicole followed each instruction, her smile growing as Ren fussed over the setup.

Then Ren paused, studying Nicole with a critical eye. “One more thing.”

“What?” Nicole asked.

“Pull your neckline down a little. Show more cleavage.”

Nicole’s eyes widened. “What?”

“Your neckline,” Ren repeated, gesturing at Nicole’s blouse. “Pull it down. The algorithm loves tits, and you’ve got great ones. Might as well use them.”

Nicole stared at her, clearly surprised.

So was I.

Ren said it with the same casual confidence she used for everything—completely unbothered, matter-of-fact, like adjusting cleavage for a TikTok video was the most natural thing in the world.

Nicole glanced at me, then back at Ren. “I never imagined I’d be doing something like this.”

“First time for everything,” Ren said cheerfully.

Nicole hesitated for only a second longer. Then she reached up and adjusted her blouse, pulling the neckline lower and shifting her bra underneath so her breasts pushed up and out, the curve of her cleavage suddenly much more pronounced.

Ren was right. Nicole’s breasts were incredible—full and soft, with pale skin that looked luminous in the natural light streaming through the windows. The way they swelled above the fabric of her blouse was mesmerizing.

I couldn’t look away.

“Perfect,” Ren said, stepping back to frame the shot on her phone. “Okay, just hold that. Look down at the book as if you’re reading, but not too focused. I want dreamy and relaxed, like you’re lost in the story.”

Nicole adjusted her posture, letting her shoulders drop and her expression soften. She looked down at the open book in her lap, her fingers resting lightly on the pages.

Ren lifted her phone and started filming.

The shop was silent except for the faint hum of the radiator and the occasional creak of old floorboards. Ren moved slightly, adjusting the angle, capturing Nicole from different perspectives—closer, farther back, tilted to catch the light on her hair and the curve of her body in the chair. And definitely kept her tits in frame.

Nicole didn’t move. She stayed perfectly still, the picture of serene contentment.

After thirty seconds, Ren lowered her phone. “Got it.”

Nicole looked up, her cheeks flushed. “That’s it?”

“That’s it.” Ren grinned. “I’ll create the profile later tonight and upload this to see how it does. Add some text overlay, maybe a trending sound. We’ll see what happens.”

Nicole straightened in the chair, adjusting her blouse back to its original position. “I’m skeptical. But thank you anyway.”

“Trust me,” Ren said. “This is going to do well.”

She pocketed her phone, grabbed the paper bag with her book, and gave us both a quick wave before heading toward the door.

Nicole and I looked at each other.

Neither of us said anything for a long moment.

Then Nicole laughed softly, shaking her head. “Well. That was unexpected.”

I sat back down in the reading nook, but my pulse was still racing.

The image of Nicole with her neckline lowered, her breasts pushed up and out, her expression soft and dreamy, was burned into my mind.

And so was the thought I couldn’t shake:

Ren was right about the tits.


Chapter Seven




The day of Kara’s proposed staycation at the Inn at Founder’s Falls finally arrived. Which was good, because after all the work at the Wade Gallery, I could use some downtime.

The drive to the Inn at Founder’s Falls took twenty minutes, the truck’s tires crunching over freshly plowed roads while Nicole sat beside me. The sky was clear and impossibly blue, the kind of winter afternoon that made Vermont look like a postcard.

“I haven’t been out here in years,” Nicole said, gazing out the window at the snow-covered landscape. “Not since before the divorce. David and I came for someone’s anniversary dinner once.”

I glanced at her. “Good memory or bad?”

“Neutral.” She squeezed my leg. “But this one’s going to be good.”

The inn appeared around a bend in the road—a sprawling white farmhouse with dark green shutters and a wraparound porch, perched on a hill overlooking the falls. The waterfall itself was partially frozen, great sheets of ice clinging to the rocks whilst water still tumbled through the center, creating a sound like distant thunder.

I parked in the gravel lot near the main entrance.

Nicole and I walked up the steps to the front door. Inside, the foyer was warm and smelled like cinnamon and wood smoke. The walls were painted cream, the floors were wide pine planks worn smooth by decades of use, and a stone fireplace dominated the far wall with a fire crackling inside.

Kara stood near the fireplace, talking to a woman I recognized immediately.

Catherine Barton.

She was exactly as I remembered from my first visit—tall, impeccably dressed, her honey blonde hair pulled back in a sleek bun that made her neck look impossibly long. She wore tailored navy trousers and a maroon sweater, with pearl earrings and minimal makeup. She definitely had a vibe of understated elegance.

Kara turned, her face lighting up. “There you are.”

She crossed the room and kissed me—not chaste, but not aggressive either. Just enough to make a point. Then she hugged Nicole.

Catherine watched this entire exchange with an expression I couldn’t quite read. Not hostile, exactly. Just… disapproving.

I met her gaze and nodded. “Mrs. Barton.”

“Mr. Hayden.” Her voice was measured and polite. She turned to Nicole. “Nicole. It’s good to see you.”

“You too, Catherine.” Nicole’s tone was warm but careful, like she knew she was walking into potentially hostile territory.

Catherine’s eyes flicked between the three of us and I could see her doing the math and coming to conclusions she clearly didn’t like.

Catherine Barton had owned the Inn at Founder’s Falls for many years now, taking over from her parents who’d taken it over from their parents. She was a pillar of the Mapleton community—church committees, historical society, the kind of woman who believed in propriety and tradition and doing things the right way. I recalled either Nicole or Kara—I couldn’t remember which one—telling me that Catherine had been married to a man named Richard, a high school history teacher, until he died four years ago. They’d had one son, Daniel, who now lived in Seattle and rarely came home.

I’d met Catherine once before, during my first trip to the inn. She’d been polite but distant, and when she’d learned about my relationship with Nicole, she’d made her disapproval clear. She thought I was too young for Nicole, and that the whole situation reflected poorly on Nicole’s judgment.

And now that it wasn’t just Nicole and me, but Nicole and Kara and me? I could only imagine what she thought.

“I have your table ready,” Catherine said, her tone professional. “The dining room is this way.”

She led us through a hallway lined with framed photographs of the inn’s history—black and white images of guests from the 1950s, the farmhouse before the renovations, and the waterfall in different seasons. The dining room was small and intimate, with only six tables, each covered in white linen. Large windows overlooked the falls.

Catherine showed us to a corner table with the best view.

“Your server will be with you shortly,” she said.

“Thank you, Catherine,” Kara said smoothly.

Catherine’s eyes lingered on me for just a moment longer before she turned and left.

We settled into our seats, Kara and Nicole on either side of me, all of us facing the windows.

“Well,” Kara said once Catherine was out of earshot. “That was about as warm as expected.”

Nicole sighed. “She means well.”

I picked up the menu. “Let her think whatever she wants.”

Nicole smiled at that, her hand finding mine under the table.

Lunch was excellent—roasted chicken with root vegetables for Nicole, pan-seared trout for Kara, and a thick beef stew for me. We ate slowly, talking and laughing, the conversation flowing easily between the three of us. Kara teased Nicole about her tendency to recommend books to everyone she met. Nicole teased Kara about her obsession with paint colors. They both teased me about my truck, saying I was long past due for a new one.

“It runs fine,” I said.

“It sounds like a lawnmower,” Kara countered.

“A very reliable lawnmower,” Nicole added, grinning.

I shook my head, but I was smiling too.

After lunch, Kara suggested we try the snowshoeing trail the inn maintained through the woods behind the property. Catherine provided us with snowshoes from the equipment shed—good quality gear that had been maintained properly. She handed them over with her usual polite professionalism, though I noticed the way her gaze lingered on the three of us, like she was trying to understand.

We strapped on the snowshoes near the trailhead and started into the woods. The trail wound through tall pines and bare maples, the snow deep and untouched except for a few animal tracks. The sun filtered through the branches, casting long shadows across the white ground. The air was cold and clean, and the only sounds were our breathing and the soft crunch of snowshoes against the snow.

Kara took the lead, moving with surprising confidence. Nicole followed, and I brought up the rear, watching the two women ahead of me.

“This is harder than it looks,” Nicole said after the first ten minutes, slightly breathless.

“You’re doing fine,” Kara called back. “Just keep your stride wide and don’t try to lift your feet too high.”

Nicole adjusted her gait, and I could see her improving with each step.

The trail narrowed where it passed between two massive boulders, and Kara had to turn sideways to fit through. Nicole followed, laughing when her snowshoe caught on a root and she nearly stumbled. I caught her elbow, steadying her.

“Thanks,” she said. Her cheeks flushed from exertion and cold.

We climbed a gentle rise, the trail opening into a clearing with a view of the valley below. The inn sat in the distance, white against the snow, with the falls visible beyond it.

Kara stopped, hands on her hips, surveying the landscape. “This is gorgeous.”

Nicole came up beside her, nodding. “I forget how beautiful it is out here.”

I joined them, the three of us standing in a line, looking out over the valley.

“We should do this more often,” Nicole said quietly.

Kara glanced at her. “Snowshoeing?”

“Being together. Away from town. Just… this.”

Kara smiled. “I’d like that.”

As I stood there between Nicole and Kara, looking out over the valley, I felt something settle in my chest. Not too long ago, I’d been sitting in a gray cubicle in Connecticut, staring at spreadsheets that meant nothing, living a life that fit me like someone else’s clothes. I’d had a girlfriend I liked but didn’t love, an apartment I paid too much for, a routine that felt like slow suffocation.

Now I was standing in the Vermont woods with two extraordinary women who wanted me as much as I wanted them, doing work with my hands that felt important, and living in a town that felt more like home than anywhere I’d ever been.

Grandpa knew.

My grandfather had seen it in me—the restless waiting and the quiet desperation. When he left me the letter, he’d been trying to save me from that.

And it had worked.

I’d given up everything—the job, the apartment, the safe, predictable future—and gained a life I didn’t know was possible.

Luckiest man in the world.

The phrase settled in my mind, simple and true.

Kara turned to me. “Race you back to the trailhead,” she said.

I raised an eyebrow. “What?”

“You heard me. Race.”

Nicole laughed. “Kara, we’re on snowshoes. In the woods.”

“So?” Kara was already turning, positioning herself at the edge of the clearing. “Unless you’re scared I’ll beat you.”

Nicole’s competitive streak flared immediately. I could see it in the way her posture shifted, the way her eyes narrowed slightly.

“I’m not scared,” Nicole said.

Kara grinned. “Prove it.”

And before I could protest, both women took off down the trail.

I started after them, shaking my head but unable to stop smiling.

They moved faster than I would’ve expected given the terrain. Kara had longer legs and more athletic confidence, but Nicole was lighter and more nimble, ducking under low branches and cutting corners where Kara had to adjust her line.

“You’re going to fall!” I called after them.

“Worth it!” Kara shouted back.

Nicole laughed breathlessly, pushing herself harder.

I kept pace behind them, close enough to help if either of them went down, but far enough back to let them compete. They were neck and neck through the narrow section between the boulders, Kara slightly ahead on the straightaways but Nicole closing the gap on the turns.

They hit the final stretch—a gentle downhill slope back to the trailhead—and both of them opened up, practically sprinting in snowshoes.

Kara crossed first, by maybe two steps.

She threw her arms up in victory. “Yes!”

Nicole bent over, hands on her knees, laughing and gasping for air. “You cheated.”

“I did not cheat.”

“You have longer legs.”

“That’s not cheating. That’s genetics.”

I caught up to them, shaking my head. “You’re both insane.”

“She’s insane,” Nicole said, still catching her breath. “I’m just competitive.”

Kara leaned against a tree, grinning at me. “Admit it. You loved watching us race.”

I looked at Nicole, flushed and breathless, her auburn hair escaping from her hat in wild curls. Then at Kara, elegant even in snowshoes, her dark eyes bright with exertion and triumph.

“Yeah,” I said. “I did.”

We returned the snowshoes to the equipment shed, where Catherine was waiting to check them back in. She inspected the gear with the same careful attention she probably gave to everything, making sure nothing was damaged.

“How was the trail?” she asked.

“Beautiful,” Nicole said.

“Challenging,” Kara added. “In a good way.”

Catherine nodded, setting the snowshoes aside. “I’m glad you enjoyed it.”

We walked back toward the main building, the sun dipping lower in the sky, casting long shadows across the snow.

“That was perfect,” Nicole said softly, slipping her hand into mine.

Kara walked on my other side, close enough that our shoulders brushed.

“It was,” she agreed.

And for the first time in a long time, I felt like everything was exactly where it needed to be.


Chapter Eight




The dining room was quiet when we returned for dinner, just two other couples at distant tables and soft music playing from hidden speakers. The same table by the windows waited for us, the view now darkening as twilight settled over the valley.

We ordered without looking at the menus—the server rattled off the specials and we trusted her recommendations. Duck breast with cherry reduction for Kara. Maple-glazed salmon for Nicole. Prime rib for me.

The food arrived in courses, each plate more impressive than the last. The duck was perfectly seared, the salmon fell apart at the touch of a fork, and my prime rib was so tender I barely needed the knife. We ate slowly, trading bites across the table, the conversation flowing easily between us.

“This is incredible,” Nicole said after her third bite of salmon.

Kara nodded, chewing thoughtfully. “Catherine knows how to run a kitchen.”

I cut another piece of prime rib, the meat pink in the center and crusted with herbs and salt. The day in the snowshoes had left me pleasantly tired with my muscles loose, mind clear, and the kind of exhaustion that came from good physical work rather than stress. Not so tired that I’d fall asleep, but tired enough that everything felt soft around the edges.

The windows rattled slightly. I glanced up and saw the temperature gauge mounted on the wall outside had dropped ten degrees since we’d sat down. The weatherman had warned about this. A cold front was moving in fast with temperatures plunging into the single digits overnight.

“There it is,” Kara said, nodding toward the window.

Snow fell. Not the gentle flurries we’d seen earlier, but thick, heavy flakes that came down in curtains, already accumulating on the windowsill.

Nicole watched the snow with a soft expression. “I love this part of winter. When you’re warm inside and the storm’s outside.”

I finished the last of my prime rib and leaned back in my chair, watching the snow fall harder. The wind picked up, sending the flakes sideways across the window.

The waitress returned with dessert menus, but Kara waved them away.

“Just bring us the chocolate torte,” she said. “Three forks.”

She smiled. “Good choice.”

The torte arrived five minutes later. It was a dark, decadent slice with raspberry coulis drizzled across the plate and a dollop of whipped cream on the side. Kara took the first bite, closing her eyes briefly.

“God, that’s good.”

Nicole tried next, making a small sound of approval. I took my bite and had to agree. The rich, dense chocolate melted on the tongue, while the raspberry cut through the sweetness perfectly.

We finished the torte as the snow continued to fall, the world outside turning white and hushed.

Kara set down her fork and looked at both of us. “I have an idea.”

Nicole raised an eyebrow. “What kind of idea?”

“There’s a hot tub on my room’s balcony,” Kara said. “I haven’t used it yet. But it seems like the perfect night for it.”

Nicole’s face lit up immediately. “That sounds amazing.”

I felt my pulse quicken at the thought of the three of us in a hot tub together, snow falling around us, steam rising into the cold air. “I’m in.” Then I remembered. “Wait. I didn’t pack a swimsuit.”

Kara and Nicole looked at each other. Then they both looked at me with expressions that made my chest tighten.

“That’s fine,” Kara said, her voice smooth and deliberate.

Nicole bit her lower lip, her eyes bright. “More than fine.”

Kara stood, tossing her napkin onto the table. “Let’s go.”


Chapter Nine




The hot tub was on Kara’s private balcony, steam rising into the frigid night air like ghosts. Snow fell thick and fast around us, accumulating on the railing and the edge of the tub, melting instantly where it touched the water. The contrast was stunning—the cold bite of winter on one side, the heat of the water on the other.

Kara had gone inside to change. Nicole stood beside me on the balcony, wrapped in one of the inn’s thick white robes. The tiny crystals of snow caught in her hair and melted against the warmth of her skin.

I’d stripped down to my boxers in the bathroom, the only concession to modesty I could manage without a swimsuit. The cold air hit me the moment I stepped outside, raising goosebumps across my chest and arms.

Nicole’s eyes traveled down my body, lingering. “I love seeing you like this.”

“Cold and half-naked?”

“Strong. Real.” She stepped closer.

The balcony door opened and Kara emerged.

She wore nothing but a black bikini that left very little to the imagination. Two triangles of fabric barely covered her breasts, tied with thin strings at her neck and back, and bottoms that rode low on her hips with ties at each side. Her body was lean and toned, her skin pale against the dark fabric. She moved with complete confidence, as if being nearly naked in the snow was the most natural thing in the world.

Nicole’s breath caught.

So did mine.

Kara smiled, reading our reactions perfectly. “Shall we?”

She climbed into the hot tub, sinking into the water with a soft sound of pleasure. Nicole followed, untying her robe and letting it fall. Underneath she wore a deep burgundy one-piece that clung to her curves, the neckline plunging between her breasts, the leg openings cut high on her hips. The suit was elegant and feminine and impossibly sexy.

I climbed in after them, the heat of the water hitting me hard. I settled onto the bench seat, and both women moved to either side of me—Nicole on my left, Kara on my right. The jets churned around us, creating bubbles and foam that rose to the surface.

Snow continued to fall, landing on our heads and shoulders before melting. The air was so cold it hurt to breathe, but the water was almost too hot, the contrast making every nerve ending feel alive.

“This is perfect,” Nicole said softly, leaning her head against my shoulder.

Kara stretched her arms along the edge of the tub, her leg pressing against mine under the water. “It really is.”

For a few minutes, we just sat there. Enjoying the heat, the snow, the closeness. Then Kara shifted, turning to face me more fully. Her hand found my thigh under the water.

“I’ve been thinking about this all day,” she said.

Nicole lifted her head from my shoulder, watching Kara.

Kara’s hand moved higher on my thigh, her fingers tracing patterns through the fabric of my boxers. Blood rushed south immediately.

“Have you?” I asked.

“Mmm.” Her dark eyes held mine. “About you. About Nicole.” Her hand slid higher, finding the outline of my cock through the thin wet fabric. “About all three of us together.”

I was already hard, had been since they’d both dropped their robes. Kara’s fingers wrapped around me through my boxers, stroking slowly.

Nicole’s hand joined hers, both of them touching me at the same time. The dual sensation made me groan.

“Let’s get these off,” Kara said, her fingers finding the waistband.

I lifted my hips and they worked together to pull my boxers down and off, tossing them onto the balcony deck where they landed with a wet slap. My cock stood rigid above the waterline.

Kara wrapped her hand around me properly now, skin on skin, her grip firm and sure. Nicole’s hand joined hers, both of them stroking me in tandem, their fingers overlapping.

“God, look at him,” Kara murmured.

Nicole made a soft sound of agreement, her eyes fixed on where their hands moved together on my shaft.

The sight of them both touching me, working together, was almost more than I could handle. I reached for Nicole first, pulling her onto my lap so she straddled me, her thighs spreading around mine. The burgundy suit was wet and clinging, showing the outline of her nipples through the fabric.

I kissed her hard, my hands gripping her hips. She responded immediately, her mouth opening under mine, her tongue sliding against mine. One of her hands tangled in my hair while the other braced against my chest.

Kara moved closer, her body pressing against my side. Her hand continued stroking my cock as I kissed Nicole, the dual stimulation making it hard to think straight.

When I broke the kiss with Nicole, Kara was right there, turning my head toward her and claiming my mouth with the same intensity. Her kiss was different than Nicole’s—more aggressive, more demanding. She bit my lower lip, hard enough to sting, then soothed it with her tongue.

Nicole watched us kiss, her breathing quickened, her hips moving slightly against mine. I could feel the heat of her through the thin fabric of her suit.

My hands moved to the straps of Nicole’s one-piece, pulling them down her shoulders. She helped me, lifting her arms so I could peel the suit down to her waist. Her breasts spilled free, full and soft and perfect. I cupped them both, my thumbs brushing over her nipples.

Nicole gasped and arched into my touch.

Kara broke our kiss and leaned forward, taking one of Nicole’s nipples into her mouth.

Nicole’s head fell back, a moan escaping her lips. “Oh God.”

I took the other nipple, sucking and licking whilst Kara did the same on her side. Nicole’s hands gripped both our heads, holding us to her breasts whilst she trembled between us.

“You’re so beautiful,” Kara murmured against Nicole’s skin. “So fucking beautiful.”

Nicole looked down at us, her eyes dark with desire. “I want… I want both of you.”

I pulled Nicole’s suit the rest of the way off, the wet fabric sliding down her legs. She kicked it away and it joined my boxers on the deck. Now she was naked on my lap, her pussy pressing against my cock, separated only by the churning water.

Kara stood, water streaming down her body, and untied the strings of her bikini top. The fabric fell away, revealing her breasts—smaller than Nicole’s but perfectly shaped, her nipples already hard from the cold air and the heat of the moment. She untied the sides of her bottoms and they fell away too, leaving her completely naked.

Kara settled back onto the bench beside me, her hand returning to my cock. “I want to watch you fuck her.”

Nicole made a desperate sound, lifting her hips. I positioned myself, the head of my cock pressing against her entrance. She was wet—not just from the water, but from arousal, slick and ready.

I pulled her down onto me in one slow thrust, filling her completely.

Nicole cried out, her back arching, her nails digging into my shoulders. “Yes!”

I held her hips and started moving her, lifting and lowering her onto my cock as she wrapped her arms around my neck. The water splashed around us, the jets churning, snow melting on our heated skin.

Kara watched us, her eyes fixed on where Nicole and I were joined. Her hand moved between her own legs, touching herself while she watched.

“That’s so hot,” Kara breathed. “You’re both so hot.”

I thrust up into Nicole harder, faster, the primal need taking over. She felt incredible—tight and warm and perfect. Her breasts bounced with each thrust, water droplets flying from her nipples.

“Lance,” Nicole gasped. “Oh God, Lance.”

I kissed her neck, her jaw, her mouth. My hands gripped her ass, spreading her cheeks, pulling her down harder onto my cock with each thrust.

Kara moved closer, her hand joining mine on Nicole’s hip. “Let me.”

She positioned herself behind Nicole, her breasts pressing against Nicole’s back. Kara’s hands came around to cup Nicole’s breasts, squeezing and massaging them while I continued thrusting up into her.

Nicole was making continuous sounds now, moans and gasps and broken words. Her pussy tightened around me, her thighs trembling.

“Are you going to come for us?” Kara murmured in Nicole’s ear. “Are you going to come on his cock?”

“Yes,” Nicole whimpered. “Yes, I’m so close.”

Kara’s hand slid down Nicole’s stomach, finding her clit. She rubbed in tight circles as I thrust up into Nicole, the dual stimulation pushing Nicole over the edge.

Nicole came hard, her pussy clamping down on my cock, her whole body shaking. She screamed my name, not caring that we were outside, that anyone might hear. Her orgasm seemed to go on forever, wave after wave as Kara and I worked her through it.

When Nicole finally went limp against me, gasping for breath, I was right on the edge myself but not quite there.

Kara gently pulled Nicole off my lap, guiding her to sit on the bench. Nicole collapsed back, her chest heaving, her eyes glazed with pleasure.

Kara turned to me, straddling my lap the same way Nicole had. Her pussy pressed against my cock, and I could feel how wet she was, how ready.

“My turn,” she said.

She sank down onto me in one swift motion, taking me to the hilt. Her head fell back, a low moan escaping her lips.

Kara was different than Nicole—tighter, her movements more controlled and deliberate. She rode me with purpose, her hips rolling, her muscles flexing. I gripped her waist, helping her move, watching her breasts bounce with each motion.

Nicole watched us, her hand moving between her legs, still recovering but unable to look away.

Kara leaned forward, her lips finding mine in a bruising kiss. Her tongue invaded my mouth as she ground down on my cock, taking what she wanted.

I grabbed her ass with both hands, spreading her cheeks, pulling her down harder. She gasped against my mouth, her movements becoming more erratic.

“Touch yourself,” I told her. “I want to watch you come on my cock.”

Kara’s hand moved between us, her fingers finding her clit. She rubbed herself as she rode me, her dark eyes locked on mine.

“Fuck,” she breathed. “You feel so good.”

I thrust up into her, meeting her downward motions, driving deeper. The water splashed violently around us, the jets creating foam and bubbles.

Nicole moved closer, her hand reaching out to touch Kara’s breast, to pinch her nipple. Kara cried out, her rhythm faltering.

“Come for him,” Nicole murmured. “Now I want to see you come.”

Kara’s eyes went wide, her mouth falling open. Her pussy clenched around me and her whole body went rigid. She came with a sharp cry, her fingers digging into my shoulders hard enough to leave marks.

The sensation of her coming around me, combined with the sight of both women lost in pleasure, finally pushed me over the edge.

I pulled out of Kara at the last second, my cock erupting, cum shooting across her stomach and breasts in thick white ropes. Kara watched, her hand wrapping around me, stroking me through it, milking every last drop.

When I finally finished, all three of us were gasping, trembling, the water churning around us.

Kara looked down at the cum on her skin, then at Nicole. “Look what he did.”

Nicole’s eyes darkened. “I see.”

Kara leaned back slightly, spreading the cum across her breasts with her fingers. “Want a taste?”

Nicole moved without hesitation, leaning forward and licking Kara’s breast, her tongue tracing through the cum. Kara’s hand tangled in Nicole’s hair, holding her there as Nicole licked and sucked, cleaning her skin.

The sight made my spent cock twitch with renewed interest.

When Nicole pulled back, her lips were wet, her eyes bright. She kissed Kara, and I could see their tongues moving together, sharing the taste of me.

I’m going to die of a heart attack out here, I thought. And I’m going to die happy.

Then both of them looked at me with matching expressions of satisfaction.

“We should probably go inside,” Kara said eventually. “Before we freeze.”

Nicole nodded, but neither of them moved immediately.

I glanced up at the inn’s main building, drawn by some instinct. A silhouette stood in one of the upstairs windows—third floor, far left. The figure was backlit by the room’s interior light, features completely obscured, but the posture was unmistakable.

Someone watching. Had been watching, probably the whole time.

The figure didn’t move when I looked up. It just stood there, perfectly still.

I looked away, pulling Nicole and Kara closer. If it was Catherine—and my gut said it probably was—I didn’t want to point it out. Both Nicole and Kara would spend the next hour speculating and teasing, and I’d never hear the end of it.

Better to let it go. Whatever Catherine had seen, she’d seen. Nothing to be done about it now.

And I hope she enjoyed the show, I thought.

We stayed in the hot tub a little longer, the snow falling around us, our bodies pressed together in the heat. Eventually the cold became too much and we climbed out, grabbing robes and towels, hurrying inside while laughing and shivering.

Kara’s room was warm, the gas fireplace already lit. We dried off quickly, then tumbled onto the massive king bed together—me in the middle, Nicole on one side, Kara on the other.

I pulled them both closer, their heads resting on my chest, their legs tangled with mine.

Outside, the snow continued to fall, blanketing the world in white.

But in here, we were warm together.


Chapter Ten




Istood in the center of the Wade Gallery, champagne flute in hand, remembering when this space had still been mostly empty walls and dusty track lighting.

Tonight, it looked completely different.

The clean white walls made the artwork pop. Warm, adjustable spotlights highlighted individual pieces without washing them out. Gleaming floors reflected the lights above. The space felt bigger and more open somehow while still maintaining the historic building’s character—exposed brick on one wall, the original tin ceiling tiles polished to a soft shine.

Artwork covered nearly every available surface. A mix of pieces, as Ren had promised—some of Deana Wade’s curated collection from decades of running the gallery, others from local artists Ren had reached out to, and a substantial number of Ren’s own paintings.

Those were the ones drawing the most attention.

I’d seen some of her work before, but seeing her finished paintings displayed professionally was different. They were bold, provocative, and technically brilliant. Several were figurative works—nudes that didn’t shy away from the human body in all its forms. One in particular showed a woman’s body rising from what looked like water or fog, rendered in layers of translucent blues and greens that somehow managed to be both explicit and ethereal.

A cluster of people stood in front of it, talking in hushed tones. Some looked appreciative. Others looked uncomfortable.

The gallery was packed. There had to be close to seventy people crammed into a space designed for maybe forty. A mix of ages and types—some I recognized from around town, others clearly from Burlington or further away based on their clothes and the way they carried themselves. Mae from the diner stood near the refreshment table, talking animatedly with Earl from the hardware store. Catherine Barton had stationed herself near the door, greeting arrivals with the same polished hospitality she used at the inn. Bobby and Mike Lafleur were examining Ren’s painting of old barn doors, Bobby nodding appreciatively at something his son was saying.

I couldn’t help but notice a slightly tense energy in the room. People kept glancing at the provocative pieces, then at each other, measuring reactions.

“This is incredible,” Nicole said beside me, her voice soft with wonder.

Kara stood on my other side, elegant in a black dress. “Ren did it. She actually pulled it off.”

I scanned the crowd, looking for Ren, then spotted her near the back of the gallery, surrounded by a group of people listening intently while she gestured at one of her paintings—a landscape of Vermont mountains rendered in unexpected purples and oranges that somehow captured the exact feeling of sunset in late autumn.

I’d never seen Ren dressed up before. All our previous encounters had involved paint-stained t-shirts, vintage jeans worn thin at the knees, her wild dark hair barely contained by an elastic band.

Tonight, she wore a dress. Deep emerald green, the color making her dark eyes even more striking. The cut was simple but perfect—sleeveless, hitting halfway down her thighs, fitted through the waist and flaring slightly at the hips. It showed off curves I’d only glimpsed before, her body moving beneath the fabric in ways that made my mind wander. Her hair was still wild, but deliberately so now, cascading past her shoulders in loose waves.

She was radiant. Confident in a way I’d never seen before, talking with her hands, laughing at something someone said, completely in her element. The nervous, scattered energy I’d seen at her mother’s house was gone, replaced by this assured, vibrant presence that drew people in.

She looked beautiful.

“Lance?”

I blinked, realizing Nicole was looking at me with a knowing smile.

“You’re staring,” she said, her tone light and teasing.

“I’m not—” I stopped. There was no point in denying it. “Okay, yeah, I am. But I’ve never seen her like this.”

Kara leaned in closer, following my gaze to Ren. “I can’t blame you. She’s stunning tonight.”

“Very subtle, by the way,” Nicole added, taking a sip of her champagne. “The way your jaw literally dropped.”

I felt heat creep up my neck. “I was just⁠—”

“Appreciating,” Kara finished. She looked at Ren again, her expression thoughtful. “She really does look incredible.”

Nicole nodded. “That dress is perfect on her. And look at her face—she’s glowing.”

They were right. Ren’s whole face was lit up, her smile genuine and unguarded in a way I’d rarely seen. Someone said something that made her laugh, throwing her head back, and the sound carried across the gallery.

“She’s happy,” I said quietly.

“She is,” Nicole agreed. She squeezed my hand. “And you helped make this possible.”

Kara raised her champagne flute slightly. “To Ren. And to boundary-pushing art in small Vermont towns.”

We clinked glasses, and I took a long sip, trying to refocus my attention on the artwork around us instead of the woman who’d created much of it.

The crowd shifted as more people arrived, and I found myself separated from Nicole and Kara by a knot of older women examining one of Deana’s landscape pieces. I worked my way toward the refreshment table, nodding at familiar faces, catching fragments of conversation.

“…don’t know what Deana was thinking, leaving the gallery to her…”

“…some of these paintings are absolutely stunning…”

“…inappropriate for a family town…”

“…finally some real art instead of tourist kitsch…”

I reached the table and grabbed another champagne flute, even though I’d barely touched the first one. The bubbles tickled my nose.

“Quite an event.”

I turned and found myself face to face with a man I didn’t recognize. Late fifties, trim build, graying hair neatly parted. He wore a clerical collar.

“It is,” I agreed.

He extended his hand. “Weldon Foreman. I’m the associate pastor at Mapleton Community Church.”

“Lance Hayden.” His grip was firm but not aggressive.

Reverend Foreman’s gaze drifted past me to the wall, where one of Ren’s nudes hung—a reclining figure rendered in warm earth tones, technically masterful but undeniably explicit in its detail.

His expression was troubled. “Interesting choice,” he said quietly, “for a public space.”

I didn’t take the bait. “Ren’s work is excellent. Very skilled.”

“Oh, I don’t doubt the skill.” Foreman was still looking at the painting. “That’s not really the question, is it? Skill without wisdom can be problematic.”

I took a sip of champagne, buying time to frame a response that wouldn’t start an argument at Ren’s opening night.

Before I could answer, Foreman turned back to me, and his expression had softened somehow. The judgment was gone, replaced by something that looked like weariness.

“I pray for this town every night,” he said quietly. “For the people here, for their souls, for their choices.” He paused, his eyes distant. “Sometimes I wonder if anyone’s listening.”

The comment caught me off guard. It didn’t sound like condemnation or pastoral posturing. It sounded like genuine doubt, the kind that came from years of faith meeting the indifference of the secular world.

“I’m sure they appreciate it,” I said, though I wasn’t sure that was true.

Foreman smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “Perhaps.” He glanced around the gallery, at the crowd drinking and laughing and examining artwork that probably violated several of his deeply held beliefs. “Enjoy the evening, Mr. Hayden.”

He moved away before I could respond, disappearing into the crowd near the entrance.

I stood there for a moment, champagne in hand, trying to parse what had just happened.

That was odd, I thought.
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I moved toward the back of the gallery, away from the crowd’s density, seeking a quieter space to look at the artwork without someone’s elbow in my ribs.

The back wall featured a series of landscape paintings—Vermont scenes, mostly. Mountains in autumn, covered bridges, the town green dusted with snow. They were competent, technically solid, the kind of work that captured the region accurately without taking many risks.

I stopped in front of one showing the view from Mount Ascutney at sunrise, the Green Mountains rolling into the distance in layers of blue and purple. The brushwork was careful, controlled. Everything was where it should be.

“Do you like it?”

I turned to find a woman standing beside me. She was in her mid-forties and wore practical clothes—a navy cardigan over a white blouse, dark slacks, and sensible flats. Her blonde hair was pulled back in a neat ponytail, and her smile didn’t quite reach her tired eyes.

“I do,” I said honestly.

She extended her hand. “Ann Bray. I’m the artist.”

“Lance Hayden. These are really good. You’ve got a great eye for light.” I was hardly the art expert, but that seemed like a solid compliment to give to any painter.

“Thank you.” She looked at the painting, her head tilting slightly. “I’ve been showing my work here for fifteen years. Deana always gave me a good spot—usually the front wall, where people see it first when they walk in.”

I heard something in her voice, a tightness that didn’t match her casual tone.

Ann gestured vaguely toward the bathroom door ten feet away. “Tonight I’m relegated to the back corner. Right next to the facilities.” She laughed, but the sound was brittle. “At least people will have something pretty to look at while they’re waiting in line to pee.”

I glanced at the bathroom door, then back at the painting. I could see how she felt the placement felt dismissive.

“Well, their loss,” I said. “I’m glad I found it.”

Ann’s expression softened slightly, genuine appreciation flickering across her face. “That’s kind of you to say.”

“I mean it.” I looked at the painting again, studying the way she’d captured the atmospheric perspective. “You clearly know what you’re doing.”

She stood beside me, looking at her own work with an artist’s critical eye. “I’ve been painting these mountains for twenty years. You’d think I’d have run out of ways to see them by now.”

“Doesn’t look like it to me.”

Ann nodded, but the compliment didn’t seem to land the way I’d intended. Her smile remained fixed and polite, but the tightness around her eyes didn’t ease.

“Well,” she said quietly. “At least someone’s looking.”

She moved away before I could respond, disappearing into the crowd.

I stood there for a moment longer, looking at the painting of Mount Ascutney, the careful brushstrokes, the safe and competent rendering of a beautiful scene.

Something about the conversation left me unsettled, though I couldn’t quite name why.
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I was examining another of Ann Bray’s landscapes when I heard my name called from across the gallery.

“Lance! Come here for a moment.”

Deana Wade gestured me over with an imperious wave of her hand. Even at eighty-something, she commanded attention effortlessly—white hair twisted up in an elegant knot, a silk scarf in vivid turquoise draped around her shoulders, statement earrings that shone like diamonds.

I made my way through the crowd, excusing myself past conversations and champagne glasses.

“Lance,” Deana said warmly when I reached her. “I wanted you to meet my nephew.” She turned to the man beside her. “Paul, this is Lance Hayden. He’s been doing restoration work around town, and is quite talented. He helped with some long-needed repairs in the building.“

Paul Wade extended his hand. “Paul Wade. Nice to meet you.”

“You too.”

Paul was mid-fifties, trim and buttoned-up in business casual—pressed khakis, a blue oxford shirt, expensive-looking glasses perched on his nose. His graying hair was neatly combed, and he had the posture of someone who spent his days in corporate offices. Everything about him screamed high-level consultant who’d rather be anywhere but here.

He looked uncomfortable. Not hostile or rude, just profoundly out of place—like someone attending an obligation rather than an event he wanted to be at. His eyes kept darting around the gallery, landing on Ren’s provocative pieces and then quickly looking away.

“Paul’s up from Burlington,” Deana said. “He makes a point of checking in on me regularly.”

“At least once a month,” Paul added. He adjusted his glasses. “I try to keep an eye on things here.”

I wasn’t sure what he meant by that. Deana was elderly, sure, but she was sharp as hell. Tonight she’d greeted probably fifty people by name, discussed specific pieces of art with guests, and managed the flow of the event like a seasoned professional. She didn’t seem like someone who needed keeping an eye on.

“Someone has to,” Deana said lightly, patting Paul’s arm. “Even if I don’t make it easy for him.”

Paul’s smile was tight. “You certainly don’t.”

Something in his tone bothered me—not quite condescending, but close. The kind of voice people used when humoring someone they thought wasn’t quite tracking reality anymore.

“Well, duty calls,” Deana said, spotting someone across the room. “Margaret Thornton just arrived, and I need to introduce her to Ren. Paul, be nice to Lance. He’s one of the good ones.”

She moved off into the crowd with surprising speed, leaving Paul and me standing together in awkward silence.

Paul cleared his throat. “So, handyman work. That must be interesting.”

“It keeps me busy.”

“I’m sure.” He glanced around the gallery again, his gaze snagging on a nude that showed considerably more anatomical detail than Ann Bray’s safe mountain landscapes. His expression pinched. “Quite the collection Ren’s assembled here.”

“She’s talented.”

“Oh, I’m sure she is.” Paul’s tone suggested he wasn’t sure of anything of the sort. “It’s just—well, Mapleton isn’t exactly Burlington or New York. Some of this work might be a bit much for the local sensibilities.”

I took a sip of champagne, saying nothing.

Paul adjusted his glasses again. “But I suppose that’s not really my concern anymore. Aunt Deana’s made her choice about who’ll run the gallery going forward.” He paused. “Actually, I’m glad she’s finally come to her senses about moving closer to family in Maine. That’s much better than rattling around up here alone. They’ve got that lovely retirement community right nearby, solid medical facilities, and people to look after her properly.”

The way he said it made it sound like Deana was heading to assisted living, not visiting family in Maine.

“She didn’t mention a retirement community to me,” I said.

“She’s not going in yet,” Paul said. “But it’s only a matter of time. You know how it is.” Paul looked satisfied. “This place—” He gestured vaguely at the gallery. “—it’s been her whole life, but she can’t keep up with it forever. Better to pass it along and settle somewhere appropriate for her age.”

Appropriate for her age. The phrase landed wrong, like Paul had already written Deana off as someone whose productive years were finished.

“Well,” I said, keeping my tone neutral. “I hope she’s happy with whatever she decides.”

“I’m sure she will be. Her family’s place in Maine is lovely. Very quiet and very safe.”

Paul glanced at his watch, then excused himself without quite looking at me.

I watched him go.

Keep an eye on things, I thought. That’s what he’d said.

The phrase sat wrong in my gut, though I couldn’t articulate exactly why.


Chapter Eleven




Idrained the last of my champagne and set the empty flute on a nearby table, pushing thoughts of Paul Wade aside. This was Ren’s night, and I wasn’t going to let some stiff guy from Burlington cloud it.

The crowd was still thick, still buzzing with energy and conversation. Somewhere in the mix, Nicole and Kara were probably examining more artwork, and Ren was still holding court near her mountain sunset painting.

I decided to find them.

I worked my way through the crowd toward the front of the gallery, drawn by the sudden shift in energy. Conversations were quieting, people turning their attention toward the space near the main window where Deana stood, champagne glass raised. Ren stood beside her.

I spotted Nicole and Kara near the side wall and made my way over. Nicole saw me coming and stepped aside to make room, her hand finding mine as I settled beside her.

“Deana just asked everyone to gather for an announcement,” she whispered.

The gallery had gone quiet now, everyone focused on the tiny elderly woman in the turquoise scarf.

Deana cleared her throat. “Thank you all for coming tonight. This turnout is beyond anything I could have hoped for.” She paused, her eyes scanning the crowd, landing on faces she’d known for decades. “I’ve run this gallery for forty-three years. Forty-three years of showing art that made some of you uncomfortable—” She smiled at the ripple of nervous laughter. “—art that challenged your assumptions, that pushed boundaries, that refused to be merely decorative.”

Mae from the diner was nodding. Earl stood beside her, arms crossed but listening intently.

“When I opened the Wade Gallery in 1982,” Deana continued, “people told me Mapleton wasn’t ready for anything beyond pastoral landscapes and charming covered bridges. They said provocative art wouldn’t sell here, wouldn’t be appreciated, wouldn’t last.” Her voice strengthened. “They were wrong.”

More laughter now, warmer this time.

“I’ve championed local artists who refused to play it safe.” Deana’s gaze moved across the crowd. “And Mapleton didn’t collapse. The town didn’t lose its soul. If anything, this gallery became part of what makes this community special.”

I glanced at Reverend Foreman, standing near the back. His expression was unreadable.

Deana turned to Ren, and her voice softened. “When Ren Simmons was seventeen years old, she used to sneak into this gallery after school. She’d stand in front of whatever was hanging that week and just… absorb it. She had a hunger to understand what art could do, and what it could say.” Deana’s eyes grew bright. “I knew then she was special. I knew she’d do extraordinary things.”

I saw Ren’s eyes glistening.

“Life took her away from Mapleton for a long time,” Deana continued. “She went to New York, but she never stopped being an artist, even when the world tried to convince her she shouldn’t be.” She paused. “And now she’s come home.” The emotion in Deana’s voice made my throat tight. “I’m eighty-two years old. I’ve had a good run. But it’s time to pass this gallery to someone who understands its mission. To someone who won’t compromise. And to someone who will keep pushing boundaries when I’m gone.” She turned fully to Ren now. “There’s no one I trust more than you.”

Ren was crying openly now, not bothering to hide it.

Deana raised her champagne glass. “The Wade Gallery is yours, Ren. Make it everything it can be.”

The applause started immediately—loud and sustained, people clapping and cheering. Ren stepped forward and wrapped Deana in a hug that looked like it might break them both, two tiny women holding onto each other as the gallery erupted around them.

I felt Nicole’s hand tighten on mine. When I looked down, her eyes were wet too.

Kara leaned closer to us. “That’s how you do it,” she murmured. “That’s how you leave a legacy.”

The applause continued, with people whistling and stomping. Mae was dabbing at her eyes with a napkin. Bobby Lafleur was clapping hard enough to make his hands red. Even Catherine Barton was applauding, though her expression was carefully neutral.

Ren pulled back from Deana, wiping her eyes, laughing through tears. She looked out at the crowd, overwhelmed and radiant and terrified all at once.

“I don’t—” Her voice cracked. She tried again. “I don’t know what to say.” She laughed, the sound shaky. “Deana’s right—I used to come here after school and just stare at the art. This gallery showed me what was possible.” She paused, collecting herself. “And I promise I won’t play it safe.”

More applause, louder now.

Ren raised her own champagne glass, her hand trembling slightly. “To Deana Wade. For building something that lasts. For believing in scared seventeen-year-old girls who didn’t know where they belonged.”

The crowd erupted again, glasses raised, people calling out congratulations and support.

I watched Ren standing there, bathed in gallery light, her emerald dress catching the glow, her wild hair framing a face that showed every emotion she was feeling without filter or guard.

She belongs here, I thought. She’s finally home.
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The celebration continued around us—Ren laughing and crying and accepting hugs, Deana beaming with pride, the crowd buzzing with energy and champagne and the shared witness of something meaningful.

The gallery felt alive. The community was watching one of its own step into purpose, watching a torch pass from one generation to the next.

Later in the evening, Ren caught up with us, champagne glass in hand, eyes still bright from crying. Up close, she was even more striking—the emerald dress highlighting the flush in her cheeks, her hair wild and perfect, her whole face open and unguarded.

“Hey,” I said. “Hell of a speech.”

She laughed, the sound shaky. “I barely remember what I said. I was trying not to sob in front of seventy people.”

“You did great,” Nicole assured her. “It was beautiful.”

Kara raised her glass. “To the new director of the Wade Gallery.”

We clinked glasses, and Ren took a long drink, then let out a breath. “I can’t believe this is real. Six months ago, I was in Brooklyn, painting nothing, going nowhere. Now I’m running a gallery and showing my work, and people are actually looking at it.”

“People are doing more than looking,” Kara said. “I’ve overheard at least three conversations about purchasing your pieces.”

Ren’s eyes went wide. “What? Really?”

“Really,” Nicole confirmed. “That couple over there—” She nodded toward an elegantly dressed pair examining the mountain sunset painting. “—they’ve been discussing it for ten minutes.”

Ren looked as if she might cry again. “I haven’t sold a painting in four years.”

I put my hand on her shoulder. “I think that’s about to change tonight.”

Nicole reached over and squeezed Ren’s hand. “We’re so proud of you.”

We stayed another hour, watching Ren work the room, watching people examine the artwork with new appreciation, watching Deana hold court near the window like the matriarch she was.

By the time we finally left, stepping out into the cold November night, my head was buzzing with champagne and the residual excitement of witnessing something important.


Chapter Twelve




Iwas deep into a weathered copy of The Maltese Falcon when I noticed the woman with the expensive camera standing across the street, aiming the lens directly at the bookshop’s front window. She took several shots, checking the screen between each one, adjusting her angle. Then she moved down the sidewalk and disappeared.

Tourist, I thought, returning to my book.

The reading nook was quiet that day. Nicole was at the counter doing inventory, pen scratching against paper in a steady rhythm.

It was three days after Ren’s opening. I hadn’t seen her since that night—not unusual, given she was probably buried in gallery work. The opening had been a success by any measure. People were still talking about it at Mae’s.

I settled deeper into the chair, finding my place in the book. Sam Spade was about to walk into something he shouldn’t.

The bell above the door chimed.

I glanced up. A young couple—early twenties, matching Canada Goose jackets, pristine hiking boots that had never touched actual trail—stepped inside and immediately looked around with the kind of wide-eyed excitement tourists usually reserved for historical landmarks.

The woman pulled out her phone and started taking pictures, not of the books, but of the shop itself. Even the reading nook where I was sitting.

“Babe, look,” she said, pointing at the green armchair across from me. “That’s the one.”

The guy nodded, already angling for a shot of the front window. “This place is exactly like it looked.”

Nicole looked up from the counter, her expression polite but slightly confused.

The couple browsed for a few minutes, pulled a couple of books off shelves without really looking at them, took more photos, then left without buying anything.

The bell chimed again before I could process what had just happened.

This time it was three college-aged women, all holding Starbucks cups they’d obviously brought from Burlington. They came in giggling, phones already out, eyes scanning the shop as if they were searching for something specific.

One of them spotted the reading nook and gasped. “Oh my God, there it is.”

They made a beeline toward me.

I sat up straighter, suddenly aware that I was occupying prime real estate.

“Excuse me,” the tallest one said, giving me an apologetic smile. “Would you mind if we sat here for a second? We just want to get a quick photo.”

I stood, gathering my book and coffee. “All yours.”

“Thank you so much!” She was already settling into the chair I’d vacated, her friends arranging themselves around her.

I moved to the side, standing near the fiction shelves, watching as the three women posed in the reading nook with arms around each other, heads tilted, and practiced smiles. One of them held up her Starbucks cup prominently in the frame.

They took at least a dozen shots, reviewing each one, adjusting position, taking more.

Nicole caught my eye from the counter. Her expression mirrored what I was feeling: What the hell is happening?

The bell chimed again.

And again.

Within twenty minutes, the bookshop had more people in it than I’d ever seen on a weekday afternoon. Maybe more than I’d seen on any day, period.

They weren’t all taking pictures—some were actually browsing, pulling books off shelves, carrying them to the counter to buy. But enough of them had their phones out, documenting the space, that it felt less like a bookshop and more like a tourist attraction.

Nicole was handling it beautifully. She rang up purchases, answered questions about recommendations, and maintained her warm composure even as the volume of activity clearly caught her off guard.

I stayed out of the way, leaning against the poetry section, watching the controlled chaos unfold.

A middle-aged couple bought three hardcovers. A teenager asked Nicole for recommendations and walked out with a stack of five paperbacks. Two women in their thirties spent fifteen minutes in the reading nook taking selfies, then actually bought the novel one of them had been holding as a prop.

The register kept dinging.

Nicole’s expression shifted from confusion to cautious optimism to something that looked like disbelief.

Around four-thirty, a woman in her fifties approached the counter with a copy of Where the Crawdads Sing and a shy smile.

“I’m sorry to bother you,” she said as Nicole rang her up. “But would you mind if I took a picture with you? I saw your video, and I had to come see this place for myself.”

Nicole’s hand paused over the register. “I’m sorry, but what video?”

The woman’s face lit up. “On TikTok! The one about your bookshop? It’s been all over my feed for the last two days. You have, like, half a million views.”

Nicole’s eyes went wide. She looked past the woman, directly at me.

I straightened, recognition hitting me like cold water.

Ren.

We’d both completely forgotten about the video Ren had made the day she’d come into the shop.

“Half a million?” Nicole repeated, her voice faint.

“At least,” the woman confirmed. “Maybe more by now. The algorithm really picked it up.” She held out her phone. “Would you mind? Just a quick one?”

Nicole blinked, then recovered, her professional warmth sliding back into place. “Of course. I’d be happy to.”

She came around the counter, and the woman handed her phone to her husband, who’d been browsing the travel section. They posed together in front of the shelves, the woman beaming, Nicole looking slightly shell-shocked but smiling.

The husband took three shots, then handed the phone back. “Beautiful shop,” he said. “We drove up from Connecticut just to see it.”

“Thank you,” Nicole managed. “That’s incredible to hear.”

The couple left with their books.

The shop was still full—at least a dozen people browsing, talking, and taking pictures.

Nicole stood behind the counter, staring at the door, then slowly turned to look at me.

I crossed the shop to stand beside her, leaning against the counter’s edge.

“Half a million views,” she said quietly.

“Is that a lot?” I asked. I was far from a TikTok expert.

“It sounds like it is. I didn’t even know she posted it.”

“Neither did I.”

The register kept dinging as Nicole made more sales. I stepped aside to give her space as she rang up her flood of new customers.

I’d been pushed back into the corner near the local history section, making room for the steady stream of customers moving through the narrow aisles. A group of three women was examining the fiction shelves where I’d been standing earlier, phones out, taking pictures of the spines.

The bell chimed again, and Kara stepped through the door and stopped immediately, her eyes scanning the crowded shop with visible confusion. She was dressed for winter—long wool coat, leather gloves, her dark hair pulled back in that sleek style that always made her neck look amazing.

She spotted me in the corner and made her way over, weaving through browsers.

“I had to park three blocks away,” she said when she reached me. “I was starting to think there was some kind of event going on.” Her gaze swept the shop again. “But all these people are just… here?”

“Ren posted a video on TikTok,” I explained. “Apparently it went viral. Half a million views, according to someone who came in earlier. These are people who saw the video and wanted to check out the shop for themselves.”

Kara’s eyebrows rose. “Half a million?”

“That’s what they said.”

She watched Nicole ring up another sale—a young man buying four paperbacks, grinning as if he’d just discovered treasure. The register dinged. Nicole handed him his bag with that warm smile she always had.

“Well,” Kara said, her voice carrying a note of approval. “A little marketing never hurt anybody.”

The shop buzzed around us—conversations, the rustle of pages, footsteps on old wooden floors, the steady rhythm of the register. Nicole caught my eye across the room, her expression somewhere between overwhelmed and delighted.


Chapter Thirteen




Istraightened another row of fiction paperbacks, sliding The Great Gatsby back into alphabetical order between Faulkner and Hemingway. Someone had shelved it backward, spine facing in, probably by accident.

Kara was working in the poetry section, consolidating stacks where customers had pulled volumes and left gaps. She’d taken off her coat and gloves and rolled up the sleeves of her sweater.

“You two really don’t need to do that,” Nicole called from the counter for the third time, not looking up from the register receipt she was examining. The day’s sales tape spilled over the edge of the counter, pooling on the floor—easily three times longer than any day I’d seen before.

“We know,” Kara replied without pausing. “We’re doing it anyway.”

I glanced at the clock above the counter. Eight-forty. The shop had officially closed at six, but people kept arriving right up until the last minute—couples who’d driven from Burlington, a family from New Hampshire, a woman who’d come all the way from Maine after seeing Ren’s video on her lunch break.

Nicole hadn’t had the heart to turn any of them away.

The last customer—a college student buying a stack of used classics—had left fifteen minutes ago. The shop felt too quiet now after hours of constant activity.

“This doesn’t make sense,” Nicole muttered, running her finger down the tape again. “There’s no way…”

I moved a stack of literary fiction to fill a gap on the new releases table. “What doesn’t make sense?”

“Today’s sales.” She looked up, her eyes wide. “I sold more books today than I usually sell in a week. Maybe two weeks.”

Kara paused, a volume of Mary Oliver in her hands. “That’s what half a million views will do.”

Nicole shook her head slowly, still staring at the numbers. “I keep thinking I’m reading it wrong.”

The knock on the front door made all three of us look up.

Through the glass, I could see dark curly hair, the shape of someone small and energetic shifting weight from foot to foot.

“I don’t have the heart to tell them we’re closed if they drove from far away,” Nicole said, already moving toward the door.

“It’s Ren,” I said.

Nicole stopped, squinted through the glass, then unlocked the door and pulled it open.

Ren stepped inside wearing a t-shirt under an open coat and jeans with paint stains on one thigh. She took one look at Nicole’s face—the slightly frazzled expression, the exhaustion around her eyes—and her smile faltered.

“What happened?” she asked immediately. “You look like you just survived a tornado.”

Nicole laughed, the sound a little unsteady. “That’s not far off.”

Ren’s gaze swept the shop—the slightly disheveled shelves, Kara standing in the poetry section, me near the fiction table. “Did I miss something?”

“Remember that video you made?” I said. “The TikTok about the shop?”

“Yeah, I posted it a few days ago.” Ren glanced between us. “Why?”

Kara set down the Mary Oliver. “It went viral. Half a million views, apparently.”

Ren’s eyes went wide. “What?”

“People started showing up this afternoon,” Nicole explained. “Tourists, mostly. They saw the video and wanted to visit the shop. They just kept coming.” She gestured vaguely at the space, as if the phantom customers were still there. “I couldn’t close. There were still people walking in at seven-thirty.”

“Oh my God.” Ren’s hand went to her mouth. “I had no idea. I mean, I saw it was getting some traction, but I didn’t—half a million?”

“At least,” I said.

Ren looked at Nicole, her expression shifting from shock to something more careful. “Is that… okay? Of course I had no idea it was going to go viral.”

“It’s more than okay,” Nicole interrupted. “Ren, I sold more books today than I usually sell in two weeks.”

The words seemed to land on Ren all at once. Her face transformed—shock giving way to delight, then something deeper. “Really?”

Nicole nodded, her eyes bright.

Ren let out a breath that was half laugh, half sob. “Holy shit.”

“Holy shit,” Nicole agreed.

Ren shook her head, still processing. “I just took a video. That’s all I did.”

“You did more than that,” Nicole said quietly. “You showed what this place means. And people listened.”

“Yeah,” Ren said, her gaze going distant as she thought about it for a few moments. Then she snapped back to reality. “Or it was because of your tits.”

We all laughed at that one.

Ren pulled out her own phone, and her fingers moved quickly across the screen. “Let’s check on the video now.”

I watched her eyes widen.

“What?” I asked.

She turned the phone toward me.

The video was immediately recognizable. Ren had edited it beautifully—soft cuts between shots of the shop’s exterior, the shelves, the reading nook bathed in afternoon light. The text overlay read: This bookshop is everything a bookstore should be. A hidden gem in Vermont.

The view count now sat at 647,000.

The comments section was flooded. Thousands of them, scrolling endlessly.

I need to visit this place.

Adding this to my bucket list!

This is what bookstores used to be before capitalism ruined everything.

Driving up from Boston this weekend, and I think I’ll swing by.

“Wow,” was all Nicole could say. She seemed truly speechless.

“So what now?” Ren asked. “Do I make more videos? Is this a thing we’re doing?”

Nicole looked at Kara, then at me, then back at Ren.

It was Kara who broke the silence. “Are you crazy? Of course! You’d be crazy not to.”

Nicole shook her head, uncertainty flickering across her face. “I don’t know. This has always been… I mean, the bookshop was just supposed to be something small. Something I could manage on my own. It was never supposed to be…”

“Successful?” Kara finished for her, one eyebrow raised.

Nicole laughed, the sound self-deprecating. “I was going to say ‘big,’ but yeah, I guess that’s the same thing.”

“That’s textbook Imposter Syndrome,” Kara said, her tone matter-of-fact but not unkind. She moved closer to the counter, leaning against it in that elegant way she had. “You’re on the brink of something bigger, and your brain is telling you that you don’t deserve it. That it’s a fluke and that you’re not capable of handling it.”

Nicole’s eyes widened slightly. “That’s exactly what it feels like.”

“I know,” Kara said. “I felt the same way when I made partner at my firm. Every single day for the first six months, I walked into my office convinced someone was going to realize they’d made a mistake.”

“You?” Ren sounded genuinely surprised. “You seem like the most confident person I’ve ever met.”

Kara smiled, but there was something vulnerable in it. “It’s learned. Trust me, it took years to get here.” She turned back to Nicole. “If you want, I can help you work through it. I’ve been where you are—trying to figure out how to scale something without losing what made it special in the first place. I know what it’s like to feel like you’re not qualified for your own success.”

Nicole’s expression softened, and I could see the gratitude in her eyes. “I would really appreciate that. Seriously. Thank you.“

“Speaking of success,” Kara said, turning toward Ren with a slight smile. “How’s the gallery been? We haven’t seen you since the opening.”

Ren lit up.

“Oh my God.” She bounced on the balls of her feet, her whole body vibrating with barely contained energy. “It’s been insane. In the best possible way. I’ve sold five pieces since the opening. Five!”

“Ren, that’s incredible,” Nicole said.

“I know!” Ren’s hands were moving now, gesturing wildly as she talked. “And people keep coming in—not just to look, but to actually talk about the work. They ask questions. They tell me what they see in the art. And Deana’s been amazing. She’s been introducing me to collectors, walking me through pricing, teaching me how to actually run the business side of things.” She paused, taking a breath. “It’s everything I wanted when I was eighteen and thought I’d conquer the art world. Except now it’s real, and it’s happening, and I keep waiting for someone to tell me it’s all a mistake.” She turned to Kara. “I feel like I have that Imposter thing, too.”

“It’s totally normal. Expected, even,” Kara said.

Ren nodded slowly, processing. “Yeah. Yeah. Could you maybe help me with that too? I don’t want to screw this up by overthinking everything.”

“Of course,” Kara said without hesitation. “We’ll work through it. Both of you.”

“Thank you,” Ren said, relief in her voice.

I stood there near the fiction table, watching the three of them. Not only were they succeeding, but they were also lifting each other up. I’d spent years in corporate environments where success was hoarded, where colleagues competed instead of collaborated. This was the opposite of that.

The whole situation warmed me in a way that I’d never felt before.


Chapter Fourteen




The morning was cold when I climbed into the truck at eight o’clock the next morning. I was heading to Earl’s Hardware to see what work he might have lined up. Traffic was light. Mae’s Diner had a few early regulars visible through the windows.

My phone rang as I passed the town green.

I glanced at the screen. Ren’s name glowed against the black background.

I tapped the answer button. “Hey.”

The sound that came through the speaker made my chest tighten immediately.

She was crying. Not the big theatrical kind, but the small, broken kind that meant something was genuinely wrong.

“Ren?” I said, my voice sharper now. “What happened?”

A shaky breath. Then her voice, thin and terrified in a way I’d never heard from her before. “Can you—” She stopped, swallowed. “Can you meet me at the gallery? Please?”

“I’m on my way,” I said immediately.

I didn’t ask what was wrong. I didn’t need details. The fear in her voice was enough.

I turned the truck around at the next intersection, tires crunching over salt-dusted pavement, and headed toward the gallery.
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The drive took less than five minutes, but it felt longer. My mind was racing through possibilities.

I turned onto the street where the gallery sat and spotted her. She was on the curb in front of the building, sitting with her knees pulled up, her head hanging forward. She wore the same paint-stained jeans from last night and a thin jacket that wasn’t enough for the cold. Her arms were wrapped around her shins, her whole body curled inward.

Behind her, the gallery’s front windows were covered in red, spray-painted words.

FILTH.

PERVERTS.

DISGUSTING.

The letters dripped slightly where the paint had run before drying, giving the whole thing a raw, violent look.

I parked the truck at the curb and killed the engine.

Ren didn’t look up as I approached.

I sat down beside her on the cold concrete, not saying anything, just settling in close enough that our shoulders touched.

She let out a shaky breath.

We sat like that for a long moment. The street was quiet—no cars, no pedestrians, just the faint sound of wind moving through bare branches.

Finally, I spoke, keeping my voice low. “Is this the only damage?”

She nodded without lifting her head. “Nothing inside. I checked. Just the windows.”

“Okay,” I said evenly.

“This is just the beginning,” Ren said, her voice flat now, resignation settling in. “Someone hates what we’re doing enough to come here in the middle of the night and do this. They’re not going to stop. This will get worse.”

I couldn’t argue with the logic.

“Unless they get caught,” I said. “Do you know who did it?”

“No.” She shook her head. “I have no idea. I mean, there are people in town who don’t like the gallery. But I don’t know who would actually do this.”

“And no security cameras,” I said. I already knew this because of the time I’d spent at the gallery before doing maintenance work.

“No. I was going to install them. It was on the to-list. But I didn’t think I needed to rush it.”

We sat in silence for another moment.

Then I asked the question I already knew the answer to. “Are you ready to call the sheriff?”

Ren closed her eyes, took a breath, and then nodded.

“Okay,” I said. “Let’s go inside.”
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The police cruiser pulled up to the curb.

The man who stepped out was probably in his early fifties, built like someone who’d played football in high school and stayed active enough to keep most of the muscle. He wore the standard uniform—dark pants, lighter shirt, badge, utility belt—but his jacket was unzipped despite the cold. He had graying hair cropped short and a direct gaze that took in the vandalized windows as he approached the building.

Ren and I met him at the door.

“Sheriff Brennan,” he said, extending a hand to Ren first. His voice was steady, neither cold nor overly warm. “You’re Ms. Simmons?”

“Yes.” Ren shook his hand, her grip brief. “Thank you for coming.”

He nodded, then turned to me. “And you are?”

“Lance Hayden,” I said, shaking his hand.

“Husband? Boyfriend?” Brennan asked.

Ren and I shared an amused look for a moment.

“I’m a friend,” I said.

“All right.” Brennan’s gaze moved back to the windows, studying the spray-painted words for a long moment. “When did you first notice this?”

“About eight o’clock this morning,” Ren said. “I was driving past on my way to get coffee, and I saw it from the street. I parked and called Lance right away. Then I went inside to check if anything else had been damaged.”

“And was it?” Brennan pulled a small notepad from his jacket pocket, flipping it open.

“No,” Ren said. “Just the windows. Nothing inside was touched.”

“Locks on the doors were intact when you arrived?”

“Yes. Everything was locked. I didn’t see any sign that anyone tried to get in.”

Brennan wrote something down, his pen moving quickly. “What time did you leave last night?”

“Around seven-thirty. I was here working late, and I locked up when I left. Everything was fine then.”

“And you didn’t come back after that? No one else has keys?”

Ren shook her head. “I’m the only one with a key besides Deana Wade, the former owner.”

Brennan nodded slowly, his gaze still on the windows. “Are there any security cameras on the building?”

“No,” Ren admitted, her voice quiet. “I’ve been meaning to install them, but I hadn’t gotten around to it yet.”

Brennan’s expression didn’t change. “That’s unfortunate. Makes it harder to identify who did this.”

“But you can still investigate, right?” Ren asked, a thread of desperation creeping into her voice. “Footprints, or—I don’t know—asking around to see if anyone saw something?”

Brennan met her eyes, and I could see the moment he decided to be honest instead of reassuring.

“I can file a report,” he said carefully. “And I’ll ask around, see if anyone noticed anything unusual last night. But without cameras, without witnesses, without physical evidence beyond the paint itself…” He paused. “I’m not going to lie to you, Ms. Simmons. The odds of finding who did this are pretty slim.”

Ren’s face fell.

“That said,” Brennan continued, “I’ll document everything. If this happens again, and we start seeing a pattern, that gives us more to work with. But for now, the best thing you can do is get those cameras installed as soon as possible.”

Ren nodded, her expression tight.

I spoke up. “What about posting a car outside at night? In case whoever did this decides to come back?”

Brennan turned to me, his expression sympathetic but firm. “I wish I could. But Mapleton’s a small town, and we’ve only so many units. I can’t justify tying up a patrol car to watch one building overnight when we’re already stretched thin as it is.”

“Even if the person might come back and do more damage?” I pressed.

“Even then,” Brennan said. “I’m sorry. I know that’s not the answer you want, but it’s the reality of the situation.”

He turned back to Ren. “Get the cameras up. Make sure your locks are solid. And if anything else happens, call me immediately.” He pulled a business card from his shirt pocket and handed it to her. “My direct line’s on there.”

Ren took the card. “Okay. Thank you.”

Brennan glanced at the windows one more time. “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry this happened. Whoever did this is a coward, and they don’t speak for this town.”

Ren managed a faint smile. “I appreciate that.”

Brennan nodded to both of us, then turned and walked back to his cruiser.

We stood in the doorway, watching as he pulled away from the curb and disappeared down the street.


Chapter Fifteen




Ren stayed inside while I walked back to the truck. I didn’t have what I needed for a job like this. Spray paint wasn’t something you just wiped away with a rag.

I pulled out my phone and called Nicole.

She answered on the second ring. “Hey.”

“The gallery got vandalized,” I said without preamble. “Someone spray-painted the windows last night.”

“Oh my God.” Her voice went tight. “Is Ren okay?”

“She’s rattled,” I said. “The sheriff came and took a report, but he basically said without cameras or witnesses, there’s not much he can do.”

“That’s terrible.” Nicole paused. “Do you need help? I can close the shop early and come over.”

“No, stay open. I’ve got this. I just wanted you to know.”

“Okay. Tell Ren I’m thinking about her.”

“I will.”

I hung up and immediately dialed Kara.

She picked up after one ring. “Hey, Lance.”

“Someone vandalized the gallery,” I said. “Spray paint on the windows. Ren found it this morning.”

Kara’s response was immediate and cold. “Do we know who did it?”

“No. The sheriff doesn’t think we’ll find out without cameras.”

“Then we’ll get cameras,” Kara said flatly. “And we make damn sure this doesn’t happen again.”

“That’s the plan,” I said. “I’m heading to Earl’s now to get supplies to clean the paint off, then I’ll pick up security cameras.”

“Call me if you need anything.”

“I will.”

I ended the call and started the truck.
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Earl’s Hardware was quiet when I pushed through the door. Earl looked up from behind the counter where he was sorting receipts.

His expression shifted the moment he saw me. “What happened?”

“The Wade Gallery got hit with spray paint last night,” I said.

Earl’s face darkened. “Ugh. That’s horrible.”

“Yeah.”

He set down the receipts and came around the counter. “You need paint remover?”

“Yeah. Whatever works on glass without damaging it.”

Earl nodded and headed toward the back of the store. I followed.

He stopped in front of a shelf stocked with various solvents and cleaners, scanning the labels before pulling down a bottle of acetone-based graffiti remover. “This’ll do it. Won’t hurt the glass, but it’ll take some elbow grease.”

“I’ve got plenty of that.”

He grabbed a second bottle and handed both to me. “Take two. You’ll need it if the paint dried overnight.”

“Thanks.”

Earl paused. “Look, I’m not the biggest fan of some of the art in that gallery. Some of it’s… well, it’s not my taste. But vandalizing the place? That’s cowardly and wrong. Tell Ren I’m sorry this happened. And if you need anything else, come back. On the house.”

I met his eyes. “I appreciate that.”
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Back at the gallery, I parked and grabbed the bottles from the passenger seat along with a handful of shop rags from my toolbox.

Ren was standing just inside the door when I walked up. She pushed it open before I could reach for the handle.

“Got what we need,” I said, holding up the bottles.

She nodded but didn’t say anything.

I set the supplies down on the sidewalk and studied the windows.

The spray paint had dried completely overnight, the red letters stark against the glass. Whoever had done this had used cheap paint—it had already started to crack in places where it was thickest.

I unscrewed the cap on the first bottle and soaked a rag with the graffiti remover. The sharp chemical smell hit immediately, cutting through the cold air.

Starting with the word FILTH, I pressed the rag against the glass and began scrubbing.

The paint resisted at first, clinging stubbornly to the surface, but after a few passes, it started to dissolve. I worked in small sections, soaking the rag again every few minutes, applying pressure in circular motions until the red began to lift.

It was slow work.

The paint came off in streaks and smears, leaving residue that required multiple passes to clear completely. My shoulder started to ache after the first twenty minutes, but I kept going.

Ren came outside at one point, watching silently from the doorway.

“How long is this going to take?” she asked quietly.

“A couple of hours, probably,” I said without stopping. “Maybe three.”

“You don’t have to do this, you know,” she said.

“I know. But I want to.”

She didn’t respond, just turned and went back inside.

I moved on to the next word—PERVERTS—and repeated the process. Soak the rag, scrub, wipe, repeat. The chemical smell clung to my hands and clothes, sharp and persistent.

By the time I finished the first window, my arms were burning and the rag was stained dark red.

I stepped back, checking my work.

The glass was clean. No trace of the paint remained, except for faint shadows where the letters had been thickest. Another pass would take care of those.

I grabbed the second bottle and started on the next window.

The sun climbed higher as I worked, warming the air just enough to make the cold bearable. A few cars passed on the street, slowing down as they went by. People stared, but I ignored them.

By noon, I’d finished all three windows.

I stood on the sidewalk, arms aching, and inspected the glass. No paint, no residue, no evidence that anything had been written there at all.

I gathered the empty bottles and the ruined rags, tossing them into a trash bag I’d pulled from the truck.

Ren appeared in the doorway again. “It’s gone.”

“Yeah.”

She looked at the windows for a long moment, her expression unreadable. Then she met my eyes. “Thank you.”

“Not done yet,” I said. “I still need to get cameras.”

She nodded slowly. “Okay.”


Chapter Sixteen




Idrove to the electronics store on the edge of town, a small place that sold everything from phone chargers to home security systems. The selection wasn’t huge, but I found what I needed: a four-camera wireless system with night vision and motion detection.

The kid at the counter rang me up without comment, though his gaze lingered on the graffiti remover smell still clinging to my jacket.

I paid and headed back to the gallery.

Ren was in the main room when I walked in, standing in front of one of her paintings—a nude.

She turned when she heard the door. “That was fast.”

I set the box down on the floor near the front desk. “I got everything we need.”

She glanced at the box, then back at the painting. Her arms were crossed.

“I’m thinking about taking them down,” she said quietly.

I straightened. “The paintings?”

“All of them. I could move everything to the back room and lock the door. If whoever did this wants to mess with the windows again, fine. But if they come back and do something to someone else’s work…” She shook her head. “I couldn’t forgive myself. I’m supposed to be protecting these. I’m like a steward, not just an artist. People trust me with their art.”

I walked over to stand beside her, looking at the painting she’d been staring at.

“Don’t take them down,” I said.

She turned to me. “But Lance⁠—”

“Leave them up,” I said firmly. “Whoever did this wants you scared. They want you to hide. If you take these down, they win.”

“But what if they come back and⁠—”

“They won’t,” I interrupted. “Because I’m putting cameras up right now. Four of them. One outside covering the front windows, one inside covering the main room, one covering the back entrance, and one in the office. Motion detection, night vision, the works. If anything happens, you’ll know. The sheriff will know. And whoever did this will be on camera.”

Ren’s eyes searched mine. “You really think that’ll stop them?”

“I think it’ll make them think twice,” I said. “And if they’re dumb enough to try again, we’ll have proof. The sheriff said he needs evidence, so we’ll give it to him.”

She looked back at the painting, her jaw tight. Then she nodded. “Okay. I’ll leave them up.”

“Good.”

I grabbed the box and got to work.

The first camera went outside, mounted above the front door with a clear view of the windows and the street. I drilled into the brick, anchored the bracket, and secured the camera in place. The wiring ran through a small hole I drilled near the doorframe, feeding into the gallery’s electrical system.

The second camera went inside, positioned in the far corner of the main room with a wide-angle view that covered the front desk, the paintings, and the entrance.

The third went near the back door, angled to capture anyone approaching from the alley.

The fourth went in the office, covering the desk and the door to the storage room where Ren kept the unsold inventory.

Each camera connected wirelessly to a central hub I set up in the office, syncing with an app on my phone to test the system.

The feed came through clean—four different angles, all recording in real time.

I walked back into the main room and found Ren sitting on the floor near one of the pedestals, her knees pulled up, her phone in her hands.

“Come here,” I said.

She stood and followed me into the office.

I pulled up the app on her phone, entering the system credentials and syncing her device to the cameras. The screen populated with four live feeds, each labeled with its location.

“See?” I said, handing her the phone. “Front windows, main room, back door, office. You can check these anytime, anywhere. Motion detection will send you an alert if anything moves after hours.”

Ren stared at the screen, swiping between the feeds. Her fingers moved slowly, deliberately, as if testing to make sure it was real.

“This is…” She trailed off, her voice thick.

“It’s going to be fine,” I said. “You’re covered now.”

She looked up at me, her eyes wet but not quite crying. “Thank you.”

“Of course.”

She turned back to the phone, watching the feeds in silence.

I stood there for a moment, then stepped back into the main room, leaving her alone with the cameras and the art she’d chosen not to hide.
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I finished securing the last camera mount and tested the app one more time. Everything checked out—four clean feeds, motion alerts working, night vision functional.

I found Ren in the main room, standing near the front window with her arms wrapped around herself. The late evening light slanted through the glass.

“All set,” I said.

She turned, managing a faint smile. “Thank you. Again.”

“No problem.”

I grabbed my jacket from where I’d left it draped over a chair and shrugged it on. The gallery was cold now that the sun was dropping, and Ren was still wearing that thin jacket from this morning.

“You should probably head home,” I said. “Get some rest.”

Her smile faltered. She glanced toward the windows, then back at me, and something shifted in her expression.

“Yeah,” she said quietly. “I will.”

But she didn’t move.

I zipped my jacket and picked up the empty camera box, ready to carry it out to the truck. Ren stayed where she was, her gaze drifting back to the windows.

The street outside was empty. No cars, no pedestrians, just the fading daylight and the bare branches moving in the wind.

She didn’t want me to leave.

It was subtle, but she was afraid.

And she wasn’t going to leave the gallery. Not tonight. Maybe not until she was certain whoever did this wouldn’t come back.

I set the box down.

“I’ll be back in an hour,” I said.

Ren blinked, her attention snapping to me. “What?”

“Stay here until I get back,” I said. “Lock the door behind me.”

Her brow furrowed. “Lance, you don’t have to⁠—”

“I’ll be back,” I repeated.

She studied my face for a long moment, then nodded slowly. “Okay.”

I headed for the door, and she followed, locking it behind me as I stepped out onto the sidewalk.

The lights were still on inside the bookshop. Nicole was moving around behind the counter through the front window.

When I entered, Nicole looked up from the register, her face brightening. “Hey. I wasn’t expecting you until later.”

“Change of plans,” I said, heading toward the back staircase that led up to her apartment.

She followed me up, her footsteps light on the old wooden stairs. “Everything okay?”

“Yeah.” I pushed open the door to her apartment and went straight for the bedroom. “I need to grab some things. I’m staying at the gallery tonight.”

Nicole appeared in the doorway. “With Ren?”

“She’s not going to leave,” I said, pulling my duffel bag out from under the bed. “And she shouldn’t be there alone.”

I tossed the bag onto the bed and started gathering what I’d need—a change of clothes, a couple of blankets from the closet, an extra jacket.

Nicole watched me pack, her arms crossed but her expression soft. “You’re going to sleep there?”

“Yeah.” I rolled the blankets tight and shoved them into the bag. “Just in case whoever did this decides to come back.”

“That’s…” She paused, choosing her words carefully. “That’s really thoughtful.”

I zipped the bag and slung it over my shoulder, grabbing the extra jacket on my way past her. “I’ll call you in the morning.”

“Lance.”

I stopped, turning back.

Nicole stepped closer, her hazel eyes searching mine. “You’re a good man.”

I didn’t know what to say to that, so I just leaned in and kissed her forehead.

“I’ll be fine,” I said. “Ren will be fine. I just need to make sure.”

She nodded. “Hang on a second.”

She disappeared into the kitchen, and I heard the sound of cabinet doors opening and closing, followed by the clatter of a pot on the stove.

I set the bag down and leaned against the doorframe, waiting.

Five minutes later, Nicole emerged with a large thermos, steam curling from the top before she screwed the lid on tight.

“Tomato soup,” she said, handing it to me. “It’s not much, but it’ll keep you warm.”

“Thank you.”

Nicole smiled. “Go take care of her.”

I kissed her properly this time, and she leaned into it.


Chapter Seventeen




The gallery was dark when I pulled up, except for a single light in the office at the back. I parked the truck at the curb and grabbed the duffel and the thermos.

Ren appeared at the front door before I could knock, unlocking it and pulling it open.

“You came back,” she said, her voice soft with surprise.

“Told you I would.”

I stepped inside, and she locked the door behind me.

“I’m staying,” I said, setting the bag down near the front desk. “Just in case.”

Ren stared at me, her mouth opening slightly like she was going to protest. But the words didn’t come.

Instead, her shoulders sagged, and the tension I’d seen in her face all day finally eased.

“Okay,” she said quietly.

She looked at the duffel bag, then at me, and something in her expression shifted—relief, gratitude, maybe both.

“Thank you,” she said.

“Of course.”

She nodded, then turned and walked back toward the office, leaving me alone in the main room with the paintings and the cameras and the faint glow of the streetlights filtering through the windows.

I dropped the bag near the wall, pulled out the blankets, and started making a place to sleep.

I set up the blankets near the wall and leaned back against it, stretching my legs out on the hardwood floor. Ren had turned off most of the lights except for the one in the office and a small lamp near the front desk. The gallery felt different at night—quieter and far more intimate.

Ren came back from the office carrying two mugs of tea. She’d made it on the hot plate she kept back there, and the steam curled up into the cool air.

She handed me one and sat down beside me, close enough that our shoulders were almost touching.

“Thanks,” I said, wrapping my hands around the mug.

“Least I could do,” she said.

We sat in silence for a while, sipping the chamomile tea.

Ren broke the quiet first. “So. You and Nicole and Kara.”

I glanced at her. “Yeah.”

“That’s… I mean, that’s pretty incredible, right? How does that even work?”

I took another sip of tea. “It works because we talk. A lot. About everything. What we want, what we need, what scares us. There’s no room for assumptions.”

“Do you ever worry about it falling apart?”

“Sometimes,” I admitted. “But not because of jealousy or anything like that. More just… the weight of making sure everyone feels seen and heard. It’s not easy.”

Ren nodded slowly. “I can imagine. But they’re both happy?”

“They are. And so am I.”

She smiled faintly. “That’s good. You deserve that.”

I turned my head to look at her. “You know, when I first met you, I was attracted to you too.”

Ren’s eyebrows lifted. “You were?”

“Yeah. All that energy, that passion. It was hard not to notice.”

Her smile widened, a little mischievous. “Well, you already know I was attracted to you too. I already told you that I probably would’ve jumped you that first day at my mom’s house.”

I laughed.

“Yeah.” She paused, her expression softening. “But I’m glad I held back. Because you found something real with Nicole and Kara. And those two are amazing. They deserve you.”

“Thanks,” I said quietly.

My phone buzzed in my pocket. Then again. And again.

Ren glanced at it. “Popular tonight.”

I pulled it out and checked the screen.

The group chat with Nicole and Kara was lighting up.

Nicole: Lance’s spending the night at the gallery with Ren. Protecting her.

Kara: How noble of him.

Nicole: I know, right? Such a gentleman.

Kara: How long before she throws herself at him?

Nicole: Ten minutes. Maybe less.

Kara: Think he’ll hold out?

Nicole: He’d better not. We need details.

I felt heat creep up my neck.

Kara: Ren’s hot. You know he’s thought about it.

Nicole: Oh, he’s definitely thought about it. Probably thinking about it right now.

Kara: Poor thing. Alone in a dark gallery with a beautiful woman. Whatever will he do?

Nicole: I’m sure he’ll figure something out.

I locked the screen and shoved the phone back in my pocket.

Ren was watching me, amused. “That must be a lot of texts. Two women probably means double the messages, huh?”

“It’s not that bad,” I said, my voice carefully neutral.

She tilted her head, studying me. “What are they saying?”

“Just checking in.”

“Uh-huh.”

My phone buzzed again. I ignored it.

Ren set her mug down and shifted, pulling her knees up to her chest. “Can I ask you something?”

“Sure.”

“Are they interested in adding a third woman?”

The question hit me like a freight train.

I turned to look at her, my brain scrambling to catch up. Ren smiled, but there was something tentative in it.

My mind went blank for a second, then flooded with images I had no business thinking. Ren between Nicole and Kara. The three of them looking at me, waiting.

I forced the thoughts down and exhaled slowly.

“I haven’t discussed it with them,” I said. “It hasn’t come up.”

Ren glanced at my pocket, where my phone was still buzzing. “They don’t seem jealous. If they’re not jealous with two, maybe they wouldn’t be with three either.”

“They’re definitely not jealous,” I said. I pulled the phone out, unlocked it, and handed it to her.

Ren’s eyes widened as she scrolled through the chat. Then she started laughing.

“Oh my God,” she said between giggles. “I had no idea Nicole could be this naughty. She’s always so sweet at the bookshop.”

“She has layers.”

“Kara, though—yeah, I can totally see this from her.” Ren handed the phone back, still grinning. “They’re hilarious.”

I pocketed the phone again, feeling the tension ease slightly.

Ren’s smile faded into something more thoughtful. “For what it’s worth, I’m very attracted to you, Lance. And the idea of… all of that? It’s tempting.”

My chest tightened.

“But,” she continued, “I can’t. Not right now. I’ve sworn off men for a while. Plus I need to focus on the gallery and getting my life sorted. I can’t afford any distractions.”

I nodded. “That makes total sense.”

And just like that, the fantasy evaporated.

Gone.

It was fine. I had more than enough already. Nicole and Kara kept me busy—hell, they kept me exhausted half the time. Adding someone else would probably kill me.

Still, for a moment, I let myself imagine what it might’ve been like.

Then I let it go.

Ren leaned back against the wall beside me, her shoulder brushing mine.

“You’re a good guy, Lance,” she said softly.

“So I’ve been told.”

We sat there in the dim light, the gallery silent around us, and I felt my phone buzz again in my pocket.

I didn’t check it.


Chapter Eighteen




The morning came slow and quiet. No intruder. No vandal. Just pale winter light creeping through the front windows of the gallery.

I woke stiff from sleeping on the floor, the blankets tangled around my legs. My neck protested when I turned my head, and my back felt like someone had beaten it with a two-by-four.

Ren was already awake, sitting cross-legged near the window with a cup of coffee in her hands. She looked over when she heard me moving.

“Morning,” she said.

“Morning.” I stretched, wincing as my spine cracked.

“No one came,” she said. “I think they were intimidated by your masculine, imposing presence protecting the place.”

I laughed, rolling my shoulders to work out the stiffness. “That must be it.”

“Guess that means you’ll be expected to spend every night here now,” she said, her grin widening.

I laughed again, shaking my head. “Every night?”

“Well,” Ren said, tilting her head thoughtfully, “I’d ask you to. But Nicole and Kara would be left unsatisfied.”

I snorted. “Yeah, they probably would.”

Ren stood, brushing off her jeans. She walked over and extended a hand to help me up. I took it, and she pulled me to my feet.

“Thanks for the guard duty,” she said. “And the slumber party.”

“You’re welcome.”

She smiled, and I gathered the blankets, stuffing them back into the duffel bag along with the thermos Nicole had given me.

Ren unlocked the door, and the cold morning air hit my face as I stepped out onto the sidewalk.

“I’ll check in later,” I said.

“Sounds good.”
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The next few days blurred together. I took simple jobs that Earl gave me, ones that only took a couple of hours each to complete.

One afternoon, I swung by the bookshop around four.

I spotted Ren coming out just as I was heading in.

She was carrying a book—a thick paperback with bold lettering on the cover. Another psychological thriller, by the look of it.

“Hey,” I said.

“Hey!” Ren stopped, holding up the book. “Nicole recommended this. Said it’s right up my alley.” Ren glanced at her watch. “Sorry to miss you, but I’ve got to run.”

“No problem. See you later.”

She hurried off down the sidewalk, and I pushed open the door to the bookshop.

Nicole was behind the register.

“Hey,” she said.

“Hey.”

I walked over and leaned against the counter. Nicole set aside the invoices she was sorting and came around to stand in front of me, her hands resting lightly on my chest.

“How’s your day?” she asked.

“Good. Just finished some work. Ran into Ren on her way out.”

Nicole’s expression gave a flicker of amusement, or maybe excitement.

I tilted my head, studying her. “What?”

“What?” she echoed innocently.

“You’ve got that look.”

“What look?”

“The look you get when you’re up to something.”

Nicole smiled, her eyes sparkling. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Uh-huh.” I crossed my arms. “What were you and Ren talking about?”

“Just the usual. More plans for TikTok videos.”

I raised an eyebrow. “TikTok videos.”

“Yep.” Nicole turned and walked back around the counter, picking up the invoices again. “Kara was right. The customer traffic has been way higher. So I’m leaning into it. Ren’s been helping me brainstorm ideas.”

That made sense. The bookshop had been busier lately—more foot traffic, more sales, more people stopping in to browse and ask Nicole about her recommendations.

“That’s good,” I said.

But I didn’t believe her. Not entirely.

There was something else. I could feel it.

Nicole glanced up at me, her smile still in place, and I decided not to press. If she wanted to tell me, she would.
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Two days later, I met Kara for coffee at a café on the edge of town. It was a small place with good espresso and mediocre pastries.

Kara ordered a cappuccino. I got black coffee.

We took a table near the window, and Kara leaned back in her chair, crossing her legs.

“Ren was just at the house,” she said casually.

I paused mid-sip. “Ren?”

“Yeah. She hadn’t seen the house since I decorated it, and she wanted to check it out.”

“That’s good.”

Kara smiled, her dark eyes glinting.

There it was again. I set my coffee down. “What else were you two talking about?”

“What?”

“You’ve got the same look Nicole had.”

“What look?”

“The look that says you’re both up to something.”

Kara laughed. “You’re paranoid.”

“I’m observant.”

She took a slow sip of her cappuccino, her gaze holding mine over the rim of the cup. “Maybe we are up to something. Maybe we’re not.”

I leaned back in my chair, watching her. Again, I didn’t press. Just like Nicole, she would tell me when and if she wanted to.
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A few days later, I swung by the gallery to check on Ren.

It had been a week since the vandalism, and there hadn’t been any further incidents.

When I walked in, there were a handful of people inside. Ren was talking to a man in a suit, standing near the front desk with a brochure in his hand. She gestured toward one of the paintings on the far wall.

She caught my eye and smiled, holding up a finger—just a minute.

I nodded and wandered over to one of the pedestals, pretending to examine the sculpture there.

The man left a few minutes later, and Ren walked over.

“Hey,” she said.

“Hey. How’s it going?”

“Good. Really good, actually. Traffic’s been up since the whole vandalism thing. Weird how that works, huh?”

“Notoriety sells.”

“Apparently.” She glanced back at the couple near the rear wall. “Come on. Let’s go to the office.”

I followed her through the gallery and into the small office at the back. She closed the door behind us and turned to face me, her expression suddenly serious.

“I’ve been thinking,” she said.

“About?”

“The attack on the gallery. It pissed me off, Lance. Really pissed me off. And it made me realize something.”

I waited.

“I’ve been playing it safe for too long,” she said. “Trying to keep everyone happy, trying not to ruffle any feathers. But that’s not who I am. That’s not why I got into art in the first place.”

“Okay.”

“I’ve decided I’m going to create something that will ruffle feathers. Something bold, something provocative, something people will talk about.”

“And you’ve got an idea.”

“Yeah.” Ren’s eyes locked onto mine. “And Nicole and Kara are on board.”

That explained the last few days. The secret smiles. The deflections.

“What’s the idea?” I asked.

Ren took a breath, her expression shifting into something defiant and excited.

“I want to paint the three of you,” she said. “Nude.”


Chapter Nineteen




Iwas in the gallery after hours, the front door locked and the blinds drawn. The overhead lights had been dimmed, replaced by softer lamps positioned around the space. Ren had cleared the center of the room and set up her easel, angled to capture the three of us where she wanted us.

Nicole stood to my left, wrapped in a silk robe the color of wine. Kara was to my right in a simple black kimono. I was wearing jeans and a flannel, still dressed because I had no idea what the hell I was supposed to do.

Ren was across from us, setting up her palette. She wore paint-stained overalls and a thin white tank top underneath. She looked completely in her element.

Nicole cleared her throat. “So. We’re really doing this.”

“We’re really doing this,” Kara confirmed, her voice dry.

I exhaled slowly, running a hand through my hair. “Yeah.”

Ren glanced up, grinning. “You three are acting like I’m about to perform surgery. It’s just a painting.” Ren set down a brush and walked over, looking us up and down. “Okay. Here’s how this works. I’m going to pose you, and you’re going to hold it while I sketch. Once I’ve got the composition down, you can relax between sessions.”

“How long are we talking?” Kara asked.

“For the sketch? Maybe thirty minutes. After that, I’ll work from photos and memory for the detail.”

Kara nodded. “That’s manageable.”

Ren turned to me. “Lance, you’re in the center. Nicole on your left, Kara on your right. I want the three of you close, touching, but not looking at each other. You’ll be looking at me.”

My stomach tightened. “Alright.”

“Good.” Ren clapped her hands together. “Strip.”

There was a beat of silence.

Nicole laughed nervously. “Just like that?”

“Just like that,” Ren said, completely unfazed. “Come on. We’re all adults here. I’ve painted nudes before. You’ve seen each other naked before. This is no different.”

It felt different. But she was right.

I pulled off my flannel and tossed it onto a nearby chair. My t-shirt followed. I kicked off my boots, unbuckled my belt, and shucked my jeans and boxers in one motion.

The air was cool against my skin.

I stood there, naked, and forced myself not to feel self-conscious about it.

Nicole was watching me, her robe still wrapped tight around her body. Her eyes were wide, her lips slightly parted.

Kara was watching too, though her expression was more amused than anything else.

“Your turn,” I said.

Nicole swallowed, then slowly untied the belt of her robe. She let it fall open, revealing the soft curves of her body—full breasts, rounded hips, the gentle swell of her belly. She shrugged the robe off her shoulders and let it drop to the floor.

The sight of her hit me like it always did. She was beautiful.

Kara slipped out of her kimono next, letting it slide down her arms. Her body was leaner than Nicole’s, all elegant lines and subtle muscle. Long legs, high breasts, the sharp definition of her collarbone.

I’d seen both of them naked countless times, but this was different. Standing here in the gallery with the lights low and Ren watching us like we were subjects in a still life—it felt exposed in a way that had nothing to do with clothing.

Ren walked a slow circle around us, studying us from different angles. “God, you three are stunning. This is going to be incredible.”

Nicole laughed, the sound a little breathless. “I can’t believe we’re doing this.”

“Believe it.” Ren stopped in front of me, tilting her head. “Lance, step back about a foot. Nicole, Kara—move in closer to him.”

I stepped back. Nicole and Kara moved in, one on either side, close enough that I could feel the heat of their bodies.

“Good,” Ren said. “Now, Lance, I want your arms around them. Nicole, rest your head on his shoulder. Kara, put your hand on his chest.”

I slid my left arm around Nicole’s waist, my right around Kara’s. Nicole leaned into me, her cheek warm against my shoulder. Kara’s palm pressed flat against my chest, right over my heart.

The three of us stood there, naked and tangled together, and I felt the weight of it settle over me.

Ren stepped back, her eyes narrowing as she assessed the composition. “Hmm. Nicole, tilt your head up just a little. Kara, shift your weight onto your left leg. Lance, pull them closer.”

I tightened my arms, and both women pressed against me. Nicole’s breast flattened against my ribs. Kara’s hip brushed mine.

I focused on keeping my breathing steady.

Ren circled us again, adjusting small things, such as the angle of Nicole’s shoulder, the placement of Kara’s hand, and the way my fingers rested against their skin.

“Perfect,” she said finally. “Now hold that.”

She returned to her easel and picked up a piece of charcoal.

The scratch of charcoal on canvas filled the silence.

I kept my eyes forward, looking at Ren like she’d instructed. Nicole’s breath was warm against my neck. Kara’s fingers flexed slightly against my chest.

“This is surreal,” Nicole murmured.

“You’re telling me,” Kara said.

Ren didn’t look up from her sketch. “No talking. I need you still.”

Nicole bit her lip, fighting a smile.

A minute passed. Then another.

My arm started to ache from holding the position, but I didn’t move.

Ren worked quickly, her hand moving across the canvas in confident strokes. She paused occasionally, glancing up at us to check the proportions.

“Lance,” she said without looking away from the canvas. “Relax your shoulders. You’re too tense.”

I exhaled and let my shoulders drop.

“Better.”

Another minute.

Nicole shifted slightly, and I felt the brush of her nipple against my side. Heat flooded through me, pooling low in my stomach.

Not now, I told myself. Do not get hard right now.

I focused on something boring. The texture of the floorboards. The hum of the overhead lights. The faint smell of paint and turpentine.

It didn’t help.

Kara’s hand moved, her fingers tracing an absent pattern against my chest. It was just a small, unconscious gesture that she wasn’t even thinking about, but it made everything worse.

Nicole’s breath hitched slightly, and I knew she’d noticed.

“Lance,” Ren said, her tone teasing. “Are you getting aroused?”

“No,” I said.

“Liar.”

Kara laughed. “He absolutely is.”

Nicole turned her head just enough to glance down, and her eyes widened. “Oh. He is.”

My face burned. “Can we focus on the painting?”

“I am focused,” Ren said, grinning now. “This is fantastic. The human body is honest. I love it.”

“You’re enjoying this way too much,” I muttered.

“I really am.”

Nicole giggled against my shoulder, her body shaking with laughter. Kara’s grin widened, and she pressed her palm more firmly against my chest.

“Don’t worry, Lance,” Kara said. “We’ll take care of that later.”

“Kara!”

“What? It’s true.”

Ren laughed. “You three are going to make this painting absolutely electric. The tension is insane.”

“The tension,” I said flatly, “is your fault.”

“I accept full responsibility.”

She kept sketching, her grin never fading.

I focused on breathing. On staying still. On not thinking about the fact that I was standing naked between two equally naked women in the middle of a gallery while a third woman immortalized us on canvas.

The charcoal scratched. The lights hummed. Nicole’s breath warmed my neck.

And I was hard as a rock.

Ren paused, stepping back to assess her work. “Okay, I think I’ve got the foundation. You three can relax for a minute.”

Nicole immediately stepped away, stretching her arms over her head. Kara rolled her shoulders, her hand leaving my chest.

I didn’t move. I couldn’t.

Ren walked over, her eyes bright with amusement. “You okay, Lance?”

“Fine.”

“Are you sure?”

“I’m fine.”

She laughed and patted my shoulder. “Relax. Take a breather. I need to mix some paint anyway.”

She walked back to her palette, and I finally allowed myself to move.

Nicole grabbed her robe and slipped it on, though she didn’t tie it closed. Kara picked up her kimono but just held it, standing there completely unbothered by her nakedness.

“That wasn’t so bad,” Nicole said.

Kara smirked. “Speak for yourself. Lance looked like he was about to combust.”

“I was fine,” I said.

“You were not fine.”

“I was managing.”

Nicole walked over and pressed a kiss to my cheek. “You were very professional.”

“Thank you.”

“Even with the obvious distraction,” Kara added, her gaze dropping pointedly.

I groaned. “Can we not?”

“We absolutely can,” Ren called from across the room. “In fact, I think we should. This is hilarious.”

Nicole laughed again, and Kara grinned.

I grabbed my jeans and pulled them on, grateful for the coverage.

Ren finished mixing her paint and turned back to us. “Alright. Round two. Let’s go.”

“Already?” Nicole asked.

“Yep. I want to get the skin tones down.”

We resumed our positions—Nicole on my left, Kara on my right, my arms around both of them.

This time, I was prepared.

Ren worked more slowly now, adding layers of color to her sketch. She’d hum occasionally, tilting her head as she studied us.

“You know,” Kara said after a while, “this is actually kind of nice.”

“Nice?” Nicole echoed.

“Yeah. Intimate. Not sexual, just… close.”

Nicole considered that. “You’re right. It is nice.”

I tightened my arms around them slightly, and they both leaned into me.

Ren glanced up, her expression softening. “That. Right there. Hold that.”

We held it.

The scratch of the brush. The faint smell of oil paint. The warmth of their bodies against mine.

“Ren,” Nicole said after a while. “Can I ask you something?”

“Sure.”

“Are you… enjoying this? I mean, beyond the artistic aspect.”

Ren paused, her brush hovering over the canvas. Then she smiled. “You mean am I getting turned on?”

“Well. Yeah.”

“A little,” Ren admitted. “You’re all gorgeous, and there’s definitely a charge in the room. But this is for the art.”

“But you’re tempted,” Kara said.

“Sure. Who wouldn’t be?” Ren dipped her brush in paint and returned to the canvas. “But temptation doesn’t mean action.”

Nicole nodded. “Fair enough.”

I wasn’t sure I believed her. I’d caught the way Ren’s gaze lingered sometimes, the subtle flush in her cheeks, the way her breathing had changed when she’d first posed us.

But she was right. Temptation didn’t mean action.

And she seemed content to stay on the other side of the easel.


Chapter Twenty




We stood there for another twenty minutes while Ren worked. My legs started to ache, and my shoulders protested the position, but I didn’t complain.

Finally, Ren set down her brush. “Okay. I think I’ve got what I need. We’re done for tonight.”

Nicole let out a long breath and stepped away, pulling her robe closed this time. Kara stretched, rolling her neck.

I grabbed my shirt and pulled it on.

Ren stood back from the canvas, studying it with a critical eye. “This is going to be good. Really good.”

Kara walked over and stood beside Ren, looking at the canvas. Her expression shifted.

“What?” Ren asked.

“Nothing. It’s just… you really captured something.”

“That’s the idea.”

Nicole joined them, and I followed.

The painting was still unfinished, with rough edges and incomplete details, but the composition was clear. The three of us, tangled together, our bodies forming a single unit.

Nicole reached for my hand and squeezed it.

Kara glanced at me, her dark eyes soft.

Ren smiled. “Told you it would be incredible.”

“You were right,” I said.

We stood there for a moment, the four of us, looking at the canvas.

Then Ren clapped her hands together. “Alright. Get dressed. I’ll buy you all a drink. But first…” She took out her phone from her back pocket and looked at the screen with a furrowed brow. “This thing was buzzing my ass off the entire time. Someone wouldn’t stop calling.”

“Is everything okay?” Kara asked.

“Yeah, but I do need to return a phone call before we go. This could take some time, so make yourselves at home.”

With that, she brought the phone to her ear and left the gallery through the front door.

The gallery was silent except for the muffled sound of Ren’s voice outside, punctuated by her occasional laugh.

Nicole retied her robe. Kara slipped back into her kimono but left it hanging open, the black silk framing her body.

I pulled on my jeans but left them unbuttoned.

The air felt charged. We’d been pressed together naked for the better part of an hour, and the tension hadn’t dissipated—it had only built.

Kara broke the silence first. “Is there anywhere we can fuck in here?”

Nicole’s eyes went wide. Then she laughed, a startled sound. “Kara!”

“I’m serious.” Kara’s gaze swept the gallery. “I could go for a quickie right now.”

Heat shot through me, straight to my groin. I’d been half-hard since we’d posed, and her bluntness didn’t help.

Nicole’s cheeks flushed pink. She glanced at me, then back at Kara. “Ren did say to make ourselves at home…”

Kara’s lips curved into a wicked smile. “Exactly.”

I looked toward the front windows. The blinds were drawn, the door locked. Ren was still outside, her voice carrying faintly through the glass.

Fuck it.

“Office,” I said. “In the back.”

Kara’s smile widened. “Lead the way.”

I grabbed Nicole’s hand and pulled her with me. Kara followed, her kimono flowing behind her.

The office was small—a desk, a filing cabinet, a worn leather chair. The door had a lock, which I engaged the moment we were inside.

Kara moved first. She shrugged out of her kimono and let it pool on the floor, then walked straight to me. Her hands went to my chest, fingers splaying against the muscle there.

“We don’t have much time,” she said.

“Then we’d better make it count.”

Nicole untied her robe and let it fall. She stood there, naked and beautiful, her eyes dark with desire.

I pulled Kara against me and kissed her hard. Her mouth opened and her tongue sliding against mine with a hunger that matched my own. I gripped her hips, fingers digging into the soft flesh, and she moaned into my mouth.

Nicole’s hands found my shoulders from behind. She pressed against my back, her breasts warm against my spine, her lips brushing the nape of my neck.

I broke the kiss with Kara and captured Nicole’s mouth next. She melted into me, her body soft and yielding. I kissed her deeply, thoroughly, tasting the sweetness of her.

Kara’s hands went to my jeans. She tugged them down along with my boxers, freeing me. I kicked them off, and her fingers wrapped around my length, stroking slowly.

I groaned into Nicole’s mouth.

“On the desk,” I said, my voice rough.

Kara raised an eyebrow. “Bossy.”

“You started this.”

She sat on the edge of the desk, spreading her legs. I moved between them, and Nicole pressed against my side, her hand joining Kara’s on my cock.

Their hands moved together, stroking in tandem. Kara’s touch was confident, almost aggressive. Nicole’s was softer, more exploratory.

I slid my hand between Kara’s thighs, finding her wet and ready. She gasped when my fingers brushed her clit, her hips jerking forward.

“Lance,” she breathed.

I worked her with my fingers, slow circles that made her thighs tremble. Nicole’s mouth found my neck, her teeth grazing the skin there.

Kara’s hand tightened around me. “I need you inside me. Now.”

I didn’t need to be told twice.

I positioned myself at her entrance and pushed inside in one smooth thrust. She was slick and tight, her body gripping me perfectly.

Kara’s head fell back, her dark hair spilling across the desk. “God, yes.”

I gripped her hips and started to move, deep and steady. The desk creaked beneath us. Papers shifted, a pen rolled off the edge and clattered to the floor.

Nicole’s hands were on me—my back, my shoulders, my ass—touching everywhere she could reach. Her breath was hot against my ear.

“You look so good like this,” she murmured. “Both of you.”

Kara’s nails raked down my forearms. “Harder.”

I obliged, driving into her with more force. The desk shifted under the impact, scraping against the floor.

Kara’s moans filled the small room, breathless and desperate.

Nicole’s hand slid around my waist, her fingers brushing where Kara and I were joined. She explored the place where we connected, her touch light and curious.

Kara whimpered. “Nicole. Don’t stop.”

Nicole’s fingers found Kara’s clit, circling in time with my thrusts.

I could feel Kara tightening around me, her body coiling like a spring. Her breathing turned ragged, her hips lifting to meet each thrust.

“I’m close,” she gasped.

“Then come,” I said.

Nicole increased the pressure, her fingers moving faster.

Kara shattered. Her back arched off the desk, her cry sharp and unrestrained. Her body clenched around me, pulsing in waves that nearly dragged me over the edge with her.

I slowed my movements, letting her ride it out, then pulled free.

Kara sat up, still breathing hard, her skin flushed. She looked at Nicole. “Your turn.”

Nicole’s eyes widened. “Kara⁠—”

“Your turn,” Kara repeated. She stood and gestured to the desk. “Come on.”

Nicole hesitated, then climbed onto the desk. She lay back, her auburn hair fanning around her head, her legs slightly parted.

I moved between her thighs. Kara stood beside me, her hand sliding down my chest to wrap around my cock again. She stroked me slowly, her gaze locked on Nicole.

I leaned down and kissed her, slow and thorough, then positioned myself at her entrance.

When I pushed inside, she gasped into my mouth. Her body was soft and warm, welcoming me completely.

I started to move, and Kara’s hand found Nicole’s breast, teasing the nipple to a hard peak. Nicole moaned, her hips rolling to meet my thrusts.

“Touch yourself,” Kara said.

Nicole’s hand slid between her legs, her fingers finding her clit. She circled it in quick, tight movements, her body already tightening around me.

I gripped her hips and drove deeper, losing myself in the sensation of her. Kara leaned down and kissed Nicole, swallowing her moans.

The sight of them together—mouths locked, bodies tangled—sent a fresh surge of heat through me.

Nicole broke the kiss, her head falling back. “Lance. I’m going to⁠—”

“Do it,” I said.

Her fingers moved faster. Her thighs trembled. Her body clenched around me, and she came with a soft, broken cry.

I kept moving, chasing my own release. Kara’s hand found the back of my neck, pulling me down for a kiss. Her tongue slid against mine, demanding and possessive.

Nicole’s hands gripped my shoulders, urging me on.

The tension coiled tighter and tighter until it snapped. I buried myself deep inside Nicole and came hard, my body shuddering with the force of it.

For a moment, the three of us stayed frozen—breathing hard, tangled together in the dim office.

Then Kara laughed, a breathless sound. “Well. That was efficient.”

Nicole giggled, her body still trembling beneath me. “Efficient is one word for it.”

I pulled out slowly and helped Nicole sit up. She wrapped her arms around my neck and kissed me, soft and sweet.

Kara retrieved her kimono from the floor. “We should probably get dressed before Ren comes back.”

“Probably,” I agreed.

We dressed quickly, straightening the desk as best we could. Kara smoothed her hair. Nicole retied her robe, her cheeks still flushed.

I pulled on my jeans and buttoned them, running a hand through my hair.

We unlocked the door and stepped out into the gallery.

Ren was standing in the middle of the space, arms crossed, one eyebrow raised.

She wasn’t angry. Just… knowing.

We all froze.

“So,” Ren said, her tone dry. “Have a good time in there?”

My stomach dropped.

Nicole’s face went pale. Kara’s eyes widened slightly.

“Lance,” Ren continued, fixing me with a look. “You installed the security cameras in this gallery. You, more than anyone, should know I can see everything that goes on in here from my phone!”

Fuck.

“Oh my god,” Nicole whispered.

“Oh my god is right,” Ren said. She pulled her phone from her pocket and held it up. “I saw everything. Literally everything. Watched the whole thing like a damn porno while I was on that call.”

The silence that followed was deafening.

Then Kara started laughing. Nicole stared at her for a beat, then started laughing too.

I ran a hand over my face, groaning. But the absurdity of it hit me, and a laugh escaped before I could stop it.

Ren grinned, shaking her head. “You three are unbelievable.”

“I’m so sorry,” Nicole managed between giggles.

“Don’t be. That was the most entertaining phone call I’ve had in years.”

Kara wiped at her eyes. “You watched the whole thing?”

“Every second.” Ren slipped her phone back into her pocket. “That was one hell of a show.”

I groaned again, but I was still laughing. “I can’t believe I forgot about the cameras.”

“Horniness will do that to you,” Ren said, completely deadpan.

Nicole covered her face with her hands, her laughter muffled. “This is mortifying.”

“It’s hilarious,” Kara corrected, still grinning.

Ren walked toward the door and grabbed her coat from a nearby hook. “Alright. I promised you all drinks, and I’m a woman of my word. Let’s go. Unless you want to stay here and fuck some more.” Ren glanced over her shoulder. “In which case, be my guest. Just know I’ll be watching.”


Chapter Twenty-One




The Glasshouse Pub was crowded that night, the low hum of conversation mixing with classic rock playing from the jukebox. I sat in the booth with Nicole on my left, Kara on my right, and Ren across from us.

Carol appeared with a pitcher of beer and four glasses. “How’s everyone doing over here?”

“Great,” Kara said. “Thanks, Carol.”

Carol set the pitcher down and refilled our glasses. “You all look like you’re celebrating something.”

“Life in general,” Ren said, grinning.

Carol smiled and headed back toward the bar.

Nicole lifted her glass. “To Ren. And her newfound success.”

Kara and I raised our glasses, and we all clinked them together.

“And for painting the three of us naked,” Kara added with a smirk.

“That was my pleasure,” Ren said.

I took a long drink of my beer, watching the three of them together. The dynamic between them had grown. They teased each other like sisters, but there was an underlying warmth that made everything feel solid.

Nicole set her glass down and glanced around the bar. “Last time we were here, Brett showed up.”

I remembered. That night felt like a lifetime ago.

“What an asshole,” Kara muttered.

“He really was,” Nicole agreed. “I can’t believe how much has changed since then. I went from almost losing the shop to a corrupt developer to actually thriving. All because of Ren.”

Ren waved a hand dismissively. “You would have figured it out without me.”

“I absolutely would not have,” Nicole said.

Ren’s cheeks flushed slightly. “Fine. I helped.”

“Damn right you did,” I said.

Ren grinned and took a sip of her beer. “Speaking of which, I need to come over next week and shoot some new videos for the TikTok account. We have to keep feeding algorithm.”

Kara leaned back in the booth, swirling her beer. “So, Ren. Did you ever figure out who vandalized the gallery?”

Ren’s expression darkened slightly. She shook her head. “No. But I have some ideas.”

“Who?” I asked.

Ren set her glass down and counted on her fingers. “Three people. Weldon Foreman, Ann Bray, and Paul Wade.”

I recognized all three names. I’d met them the night of the gallery’s grand opening. None of them had left great impressions.

“Why do you think it’s one of them?” Nicole asked.

Ren sighed. “Weldon’s been vocal about the gallery being inappropriate for a family-friendly town. He’s made it pretty clear he thinks I’m corrupting Mapleton. Ann’s bitter about the fact that Deana chose me to take over the gallery instead of her. She’s been cold to me since I got back. And Paul… he thinks I’m taking advantage of his aunt. He’s patronizing as hell, and he was in town the day before the vandalism happened.”

I frowned. “All of them had motive.”

“Exactly,” Ren said. “But I can’t prove anything. And honestly, I’m struggling to let it go. I want to talk to each of them just to see if I can get a read on whether they did it. But…” Her fingers drummed against the table.

“But what?” Kara asked.

“But they obviously don’t like me,” Ren admitted. “And I’m kind of afraid to go alone. Weldon gives me the creeps, Ann’s passive-aggressive as hell, and Paul talks to me like I’m a child. I don’t trust any of them.”

I didn’t hesitate. “I’ll go with you.”

Ren’s head snapped up, her eyes widening. “What?”

“I’ll go with you,” I repeated. “I’m not afraid of any of those people. And I want to find out who’s responsible. I hate bullies and I hate people who try to intimidate others.”

Ren stared at me for a beat, then laughed. “You’re serious?”

“Completely.”

Kara smirked. “Lance the bodyguard. I like it.”

Nicole grinned. “You’d be great at it. You’re protective, intimidating when you need to be, and you don’t take shit from anyone.”

“I’m not intimidating,” I said.

“You totally are,” Kara countered. “You just don’t realize it.”

Ren leaned forward, her grin widening. “Okay. Yes. Let’s do it. We’ll talk to all three of them and see if we can figure out who vandalized the gallery.”

“When do you want to start?” I asked.

“Tomorrow,” Ren said immediately. “Let’s start with Weldon. He’s the easiest to find since he’s always at the church.”

I nodded. “Done.”

Nicole squeezed my hand under the table, her smile soft and proud. Kara raised her glass again.

“To solving mysteries,” Kara said.

We clinked glasses, and I drained the rest of my beer.

Tomorrow, we’d get some answers.


Chapter Twenty-Two




The white clapboard church sat at the end of Maple Street, its modest steeple pointing toward a gray November sky. I parked the truck in the gravel lot, the only vehicle there besides a dusty sedan I assumed belonged to Weldon.

Ren stared up at the building. “When was the last time you were in a church?”

I thought about it. “My cousin’s wedding. Four years ago.”

“Before that?”

“Christmas Eve service when I was sixteen. My mom made me go.” I looked at her. “You?”

“My mother’s funeral.” Her voice went flat.

I reached over and squeezed her hand. She squeezed back, then released it and opened the door.

We walked across the gravel together. The church looked older up close—peeling paint around the windows, worn steps leading to the double doors.

Ren glanced at me as we climbed the steps. “Do you think you’ll combust into flames when you walk through the door?”

I raised an eyebrow. “Why would I?”

“All that sexual sin you’ve been engaging in.” She grinned. “Two women, Lance. Pretty sure that’s against the rules.”

I laughed. “If I burst into flames, I’m taking you with me.”

I pulled open the heavy wooden door and held it for her. She stepped inside, and I followed.

No flames or lightning, thank God.

The interior was simple—wooden pews arranged in neat rows, plain white walls, a raised pulpit at the front. Afternoon light filtered through stained glass windows.

It smelled like old wood and candle wax.

Ren walked slowly down the center aisle, her boots echoing on the floorboards. I stayed a step behind, scanning the space.

A door to the left of the pulpit opened, and Weldon Foreman emerged.

He wore his clerical collar even now, paired with a pressed gray shirt and dark slacks. His graying hair was neatly parted, and when he saw us, his expression shifted from neutral to cautious.

“Ren,” he said. “What a surprise.”

“Hi, Weldon.” Ren stopped halfway down the aisle. “This is Lance Hayden. Lance, Reverend Weldon Foreman.”

Weldon’s gaze shifted to me. “Yes. We met at the gallery the night of the opening.”

Weldon descended from the pulpit and walked toward us, his hands clasped in front of him. “To what do I owe the visit?”

Ren didn’t waste time. “Someone vandalized the gallery the other day by spray-painting cruel things on the windows. I’m trying to figure out who did it.”

Weldon’s expression didn’t change. “I heard about that. Very unfortunate.”

“You’ve been pretty vocal about the gallery,” Ren continued. “About how it’s inappropriate for a family-friendly town.”

“I have.” Weldon met her gaze evenly. “I believe art should uplift the spirit, not degrade it. I believe our community should reflect values that honor God.”

“So you don’t like what I show at the gallery.”

“No,” Weldon said. “I don’t.”

Ren crossed her arms. “Did you vandalize it?”

Weldon’s jaw tightened. “No.”

“You’re sure?”

“I’m certain.” His tone sharpened. “I may disagree with your choices, Ren, but I would never damage property or harm your livelihood. That would not be what God wants.”

Ren studied him. “Then why do you care so much about what I show?”

Weldon sighed and gestured toward the pews. “Please. Sit.”

Ren glanced at me. I nodded, and we followed Weldon to the front row. He sat across the aisle from us, turning slightly to face us.

“I care,” Weldon said, “because I care about this town. I care about the families who live here, the children who grow up here. I came to Mapleton because I believed it was a place where faith and community still mattered.”

“And you think my gallery undermines that,” Ren said.

“I think it normalizes things that shouldn’t be normalized.” Weldon’s hands rested on his knees, his posture formal. “Nudity. Sexuality. Provocation for the sake of provocation.”

“Art isn’t about making people comfortable,” Ren said. “It’s about making them think.”

“And what are they supposed to think when they see a naked woman on display in your front window?” Weldon asked. “What lesson is being taught?”

“That the human body is beautiful,” Ren said. “That vulnerability can be powerful. That there’s more to life than fear and shame.”

Weldon’s expression softened slightly. “I understand your perspective, Ren. I do. But you must understand mine. I’ve spent my life trying to guide people toward righteousness. Toward lives that honor God and elevate the soul. When I see art that celebrates the flesh, that glorifies the physical over the spiritual, I see souls being led astray.”

Ren leaned back in the pew. “You think people are that easily swayed?”

“I think people are fragile,” Weldon said. “I think temptation is everywhere, and we must be vigilant.”

I’d been quiet up to this point, but I couldn’t help myself. “You think what Ren shows is temptation?”

Weldon turned his gaze to me. “I think anything that draws us away from God can be.”

“And you think you get to decide what that is,” I said.

Weldon’s eyes narrowed slightly. “I think God has already decided. My role is simply to remind people.”

I didn’t respond. I didn’t agree with him, but I understood his logic. He believed what he was saying. That much was clear.

Weldon shifted his attention back to Ren. “I didn’t vandalize your gallery. I wouldn’t. But I won’t apologize for speaking out against what I believe is harmful.”

Ren nodded slowly. “Fair enough.”

Weldon hesitated, then spoke again. “I am truly sorry for what happened to your gallery, Ren. Vandalism is cowardly. Whoever did it should be held accountable.”

Ren’s posture relaxed slightly. “Thank you.”

Weldon’s gaze moved back to me, and his expression shifted. “I’ve heard things about you as well, Mr. Hayden.”

I kept my face neutral. “What kind of things?”

“That you’re involved in… an unconventional arrangement. With more than one woman.”

There it was.

Ren glanced at me, her eyebrows raised.

I didn’t flinch. “That’s true.”

Weldon studied me for a long moment. “May I ask why?”

“Because they wanted it,” I said. “And so did I.”

“And you see no issue with that? No conflict with your conscience?”

“No,” I said. “They’re all consenting adults. They’re all happy. No one’s being hurt.”

“Sin doesn’t always feel like harm,” Weldon said. “Not at first.”

I leaned forward slightly. “I don’t believe what we’re doing is sinful. We’re honest with each other. We care about each other. We’re building something that works for us.”

Weldon’s expression remained serious. “And when it stops working? When jealousy takes root? When hearts are broken?”

“If that happens, then we’ll deal with it,” I said. “Like adults.”

Weldon sighed. “I won’t pretend to understand your choices, Mr. Hayden. I think you’re walking a dangerous path. But…” He paused. “I also recognize that you seem to care deeply for these women. That’s more than many men can say.”

I blinked. I hadn’t expected that.

“Thank you,” I said.

Weldon nodded. “I may not agree with how you live, but I don’t wish you harm. I hope you find what you’re looking for.”

Ren stood, and I followed her lead. Weldon rose as well.

“Thank you for your time, Weldon,” Ren said.

“Of course.” He extended his hand, and Ren shook it. Then he turned to me and offered his hand. I shook it. His grip was firm.

“Good luck, Mr. Hayden,” Weldon said.

“You too, Reverend.”
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We walked back down the aisle together, Ren’s boots echoing again in the empty church. When we reached the door, I pulled it open and let her pass.

Outside, the gray sky had darkened. A few snowflakes drifted down, melting as they hit the gravel.

Ren stopped beside the truck and looked back at the church. “Well. That was something.”

“Think he did it?” I asked.

She shook her head. “No. I don’t.”

“You’re sure?”

“Yeah.” She turned to me. “He’s rigid and judgmental, but he’s sincere. He genuinely believes he’s protecting people. And he was honest with us.” She paused. “I think he would have admitted it if he’d done it. He would have justified it as God’s will or something.”

I agreed. Weldon was a lot of things, but he didn’t strike me as a liar.

“So that’s one down,” I said.

Ren nodded. “Two more to go.”


Chapter Twenty-Three




Ann Bray’s house sat on a quiet street a few blocks from the town green, a modest structure with faded blue shutters and a tidy front yard. Her station wagon occupied the driveway, its bumper plastered with stickers advertising local causes and art fairs.

I parked behind it.

Ren stared at the house. “I haven’t been here in twenty years.”

“You came here when you were younger?”

“A few times. For art lessons.” She exhaled slowly. “Ann was nicer back then. Or maybe I just didn’t notice the bitterness.”

I shut off the engine. “You ready?”

“Not really.” She opened the door anyway.

We walked up the flagstone path together. The front porch held a weathered bench and a few ceramic pots filled with dead geraniums. A wreath made of dried flowers hung on the door.

Ren rang the doorbell.

Footsteps approached from inside, and the door opened.

Ann Bray stood in the doorway wearing jeans and a paint-stained sweater. Her graying hair was pulled back in a messy bun, and her tired and wary eyes widened slightly when she saw us.

“Ren,” she said.

“Hi, Ann.” Ren’s voice was careful. “This is Lance Hayden. You met each other at the gallery on opening night. Do you have a few minutes to talk?”

Ann’s gaze shifted to me, then back to Ren. She hesitated, then stepped aside. “Come in.”

We entered a small living room cluttered with books, magazines, and stacks of framed paintings leaning against the walls. The air smelled like coffee and linseed oil. A half-finished landscape sat on an easel near the window.

Ann gestured toward a worn couch. “Sit.”

We sat. Ann took a chair across from us, her hands folded in her lap.

“What’s this about?” she asked.

Ren didn’t waste time. “Someone vandalized the gallery a few days ago. Spray-painted the windows. I’m trying to figure out who did it.”

Ann’s expression didn’t change. “And you think it was me.”

“I don’t know,” Ren said. “But you’ve made it clear you don’t like me. You’ve said things to other people about me abandoning my responsibilities. You’ve been cold to me since I got back.”

Ann’s jaw tightened. “So you came here to accuse me.”

“I came here to ask,” Ren said. “Did you vandalize the gallery?”

“No.” Ann’s voice was flat.

“You’re sure?”

“I’m certain.” Ann leaned back in her chair, her eyes hard. “I may not be your biggest fan, Ren, but I’m not a vandal. I don’t destroy other people’s property.”

Ren studied her. “Then why don’t you like me?”

Ann laughed, bitter and humorless. “You really don’t know?”

“No.”

Ann stood and walked to the window, her back to us. She stared out at the street for a long moment before speaking. “Deana chose you. Over me. Over all of us.”

Ren frowned. “I didn’t ask her to.”

“I know.” Ann turned to face us. “But she did it anyway. She handed you the gallery like it was nothing. Like the rest of us didn’t matter.”

“Ann—”

“Do you know how long I’ve been showing at the Wade Gallery?” Ann’s voice rose slightly. “Fifteen years. Fifteen years of landscape paintings, safe and saleable, because that’s what people wanted. I stayed loyal. I stayed here. I didn’t abandon Mapleton for New York like you did.”

Ren’s face paled. “I didn’t abandon anything. I left because I had to. I left because this town felt too small.”

“And then you came back,” Ann said. “After years of being gone. After failing in New York. And Deana just… gave you everything.”

“I didn’t fail,” Ren said quietly. “My marriage ended, my mother died, and I came back to deal with her house. That’s it.”

“And Deana saw you and decided you were the future of the gallery.” Ann’s hands trembled slightly. “Not me. Not any of the artists who stayed. You.”

Ren stood. “I didn’t ask for this.”

“I know.” Ann’s voice cracked. “That’s what makes it worse. You didn’t even want it at first. You were here to sell your mother’s house and leave. But Deana convinced you to stay. She saw something in you she never saw in me.”

The silence that followed was heavy.

I stayed quiet, watching them both.

Ren’s voice softened. “Ann. I’m sorry.”

Ann looked away. “For what?”

“For taking something you wanted.”

Ann shook her head. “You didn’t take it. Deana gave it to you. That’s not your fault.”

“Maybe not,” Ren said. “But I understand why you’re angry.”

Ann’s shoulders sagged. She walked back to her chair and sat down heavily. “I actually don’t think I’m angry at you. I think I’m angry at myself.”

“Why?”

“Because I stayed safe.” Ann took a deep breath. “I painted landscapes because they sold. I taught classes because I needed the income. I never took risks. I never pushed myself. And Deana knew it. She knew I’d keep the gallery exactly the way it was. She wanted someone who would take it further. Someone brave enough to show truly exceptional work.”

“Your work is amazing, Ann.”

“Is it?” Ann met her gaze. “It’s pretty. It’s competent. But it’s not challenging. It’s not… alive.”

Ren was quiet for a moment. Then she said, “It could be.”

Ann blinked. “What?”

“Your work could be alive,” Ren said. “If you let it. If you stopped painting what you think people want and started painting what you want.”

Ann stared at her. “I’m forty-nine, Ren. I have two kids. I can’t afford to take risks.”

“You can’t afford not to.” Ren leaned forward. “You’re miserable, Ann. I can see it. You’ve been grinding yourself down for years, and for what? So you can keep showing safe landscapes at the gallery? So you can keep resenting people like me?”

Ann’s eyes glistened. “I don’t know how to do anything else.”

“Then learn,” Ren said. “Take a class. Experiment. Paint something that scares you. Stop waiting for permission to be the artist you wanted to be when you were twenty.”

Ann wiped at her eyes. “You make it sound so simple.”

“It’s not simple,” Ren said. “But it’s possible. I know because I’m doing it. I came back here broken, and I’m rebuilding. You can too.”

Ann was quiet for a long time. Then she said, “I didn’t vandalize your gallery.”

“I believe you,” Ren said.

“But I did say bitter things about you to other people. I’m sorry for that.”

Ren nodded. “Thank you.”

Ann looked down at her hands. “I went to the opening. I saw your work. It’s… It’s incredible, Ren. It made me feel something I haven’t felt in years.”

“What?”

“Jealous.” Ann laughed softly. “And inspired. Which made me even more jealous.”

Ren smiled. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

“You should.” Ann stood and walked to the easel by the window. She stared at the half-finished landscape. “Maybe I will try something new.”

“I think you should,” Ren said.

Ann turned back to us. “Thank you for coming. I know that wasn’t easy.”

Ren stood, and I followed. “It wasn’t. But I’m glad we did.”

Ann walked us to the door. Before we left, she reached out and squeezed Ren’s hand. “Good luck with the gallery.”

“Thanks, Ann.”
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We stepped outside, and the door closed behind us.

We walked back to the truck in silence. Ren climbed in and sat there for a moment, staring at the dashboard.

“You okay?” I asked.

“Yeah.” She exhaled slowly. “I just… I didn’t expect that.”

“Expect what?”

“For her to be so honest. For us to actually talk.” Ren looked at me. “I’ve been carrying this resentment toward her for weeks. And it turns out she was just scared. Like me.”

I started the engine. “She denied it, but do you think she did it?”

Ren shook her head. “No. I don’t.”

“You’re sure?”

“Yeah.” She buckled her seatbelt. “She’s not cruel. And she’s too busy beating herself up to hurt anyone else.”

I pulled out of the driveway and headed back toward the town green.

One more to go.


Chapter Twenty-Four




Paul Wade lived in Burlington, an hour’s drive from Mapleton. Ren called him the night before and set up a meeting at his office building—a sleek glass structure in downtown Burlington that housed tech companies and consulting firms.

I drove us in the truck, the heater working overtime against the November cold. Ren was quiet most of the way, staring out the window at the snow-covered hills.

“You nervous?” I asked.

“A little.” She pulled her coat tighter around herself. “Paul’s always made me feel… small. Like I’m not quite good enough to be trusted with Deana’s legacy.”

“He doesn’t get a vote.”

“I know.” She glanced at me. “But he’ll try to make me think he does.”

I reached over and squeezed her knee. “I’m with you.”

She put her hand over mine. “I know. Thank you.”

We arrived at the building just before ten. The lobby was all polished marble and chrome, the kind of corporate sterility that made me feel like I was back in my old life. A directory by the elevator listed Paul’s company on the sixth floor: Wade Tech Consulting.

We rode the elevator in silence.

The sixth floor opened onto a reception area with minimalist furniture and framed motivational posters. A young woman at the desk looked up as we approached.

“We’re here to see Paul Wade,” Ren said.

The receptionist checked her screen. “Ren Simmons?”

“That’s me.”

“He’s expecting you. Conference room B, down the hall on the left.”

We followed the hallway past office doors and glass-walled meeting rooms. Conference room B was at the end, and through the glass I saw Paul Wade sitting at a long table, typing on a laptop.

Ren knocked.

Paul looked up, his expression neutral. He stood and opened the door.

“Ren.” He nodded at me. “Mr. Hayden.”

“Paul,” Ren said.

Paul was mid-fifties, trim and buttoned-up in a navy blazer and pressed khakis. His graying hair was neatly combed, and he wore expensive glasses. He held himself with the kind of corporate confidence that read as smugness in every gesture.

He gestured toward the chairs. “Please. Sit.”

We sat. Paul closed the door and returned to his seat across from us.

“Thank you for meeting with us,” Ren said.

“Of course.” Paul folded his hands on the table. “Though I’ll admit, I’m not sure what this is about.”

Ren didn’t waste time. “Someone vandalized the gallery a few days ago. Spray-painted the windows with hateful messages. I’m trying to figure out who did it.”

Paul’s eyebrows rose. “And you think it was me?”

“I don’t know,” Ren said. “But you’ve made it clear you don’t approve of the gallery or the direction I’m taking it. You’ve questioned Deana’s decision to leave the gallery to me.”

Paul leaned back in his chair. “I have concerns, yes. That’s not a crime.”

“No,” Ren said. “But vandalism is.”

Paul’s jaw tightened. “I didn’t vandalize your gallery, Ren.”

“You’re sure?”

“I’m certain.” His tone sharpened. “I may not agree with your choices, but I’m not a criminal. I’m a professional. I don’t engage in petty vandalism.”

Ren studied him. “Then why do you care so much about what I show?”

Paul sighed and removed his glasses, polishing them with a microfiber cloth from his pocket. “Because that gallery has been part of our family for decades. And because I think you’re putting my aunt’s reputation at risk.”

“Her reputation,” Ren repeated.

“Yes.” Paul replaced his glasses. “The Wade Gallery has always been eccentric. Aunt Deana showed provocative work, yes, but it was tasteful. It was curated. It had boundaries.”

“And you think I don’t have boundaries.”

“I think you’re pushing things too far,” Paul said. “Crossing the line.”

Ren’s voice stayed calm. “Deana approves.”

“Deana is eighty-two years old,” Paul said. “She’s not making the best decisions anymore.”

Ren’s posture stiffened. “Deana’s mind is sharp as ever.”

“Is it?” Paul leaned forward. “Or are you taking advantage of an elderly woman who’s lonely and desperate for companionship?”

I felt heat rise in my chest, but I stayed quiet. This was Ren’s conversation.

Ren’s eyes narrowed. “I’m not taking advantage of anyone.”

“Aren’t you?” Paul’s voice took on a condescending edge. “You came back to Mapleton to deal with your mother’s house. You had no plans to stay. Then Deana offered you the gallery, and suddenly you’re all in. Convenient, don’t you think?”

“Deana chose me because she believed in my work,” Ren said.

“Deana chose you because you were there,” Paul countered. “Because she was tired and wanted someone to take the burden. And you saw an opportunity.”

Ren’s hands clenched on the table. “That’s not true.”

“Isn’t it?” Paul stood and walked to the window, his back to us. “You failed in New York, Ren. Your marriage ended. Your career stalled. You came back here with nothing. And Deana handed you a lifeline.”

Ren’s voice shook slightly. “I didn’t fail.”

“You didn’t succeed.” Paul turned to face her. “You have no real career, no stability, and no plan beyond showing risque art in a small-town gallery. What happens when people get bored of your work? What happens when the novelty wears off?”

“Paul—”

“You’re going to run that gallery into the ground,” Paul said. “You’re going to damage Deana’s legacy, alienate the community, and destroy everything she built. And when it all falls apart, you’ll move on to the next thing, and the rest of us will be left to clean up the mess.”

Ren stood. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“I know exactly what I’m talking about.” Paul’s voice rose. “I’ve watched you your entire life, Ren. You’re selfish. You’re reckless. You abandon things when they get hard. You abandoned Mapleton. You abandoned your mother. And you’ll abandon the gallery too.”

Ren’s face flushed. “I didn’t abandon my mother.”

Paul stepped closer. “She died alone in that house. You hardly visited in years before she died. You couldn’t even be bothered to check on her.”

Ren’s voice cracked. “You don’t get to judge me for that.”

“Someone has to.” Paul’s hands clenched at his sides. “Someone has to tell you the truth. You’re not an artist, Ren. You’re a dilettante. You play at art when it’s convenient, and you walk away when it’s not. You don’t have the discipline or the commitment to make the gallery work. You’re going to fail. Again.”

Ren’s eyes glistened, but her voice was steady. “At least I’m trying. At least I’m doing something with my life beyond sitting in an office judging everyone else.”

Paul’s face darkened. “What did you say?”

“You heard me.” Ren’s voice strengthened. “You talk about me failing, but what have you done? You’re a tech consultant, Paul. You help other people build things. You don’t build anything yourself. You sit in this sterile office and pretend you’re important, but you’re not.”

Paul’s jaw clenched. “You have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“And don’t even get me started on what people are saying about this place. Financial mismanagement. Discriminatory hiring practices. They’re saying this company only has a few more years before it all collapses under its own malpractices.”

Paul took a sudden step toward her, his arm rising.

I was on my feet and between them before I’d consciously decided to move.

My hand caught Paul’s wrist mid-air. I didn’t grip hard, but just enough to stop him.

“Don’t,” I said.

Paul stared at me, his eyes wide. His breath came fast and shallow.

I didn’t let go of his wrist. I held his gaze, my voice calm but firm. “Step back.”

Paul’s jaw worked. For a moment, I thought he might try to push past me.

Then he yanked his wrist free and stepped back, his hands shaking.

“Get out,” he said.

I didn’t move. “If you ever threaten her again…”

“Get. Out.” Paul’s voice was tight.

I turned to Ren. Her face was pale, but she nodded.

We walked to the door together. I kept myself between her and Paul until we were in the hallway.

The door slammed behind us.
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Neither of us spoke until we were back in the truck. I started the engine and turned the heat on full blast.

Ren sat in the passenger seat, staring straight ahead.

“You okay?” I asked.

She nodded slowly. “Yeah.”

I pulled out of the parking lot and headed back toward the highway.

After a few minutes, Ren spoke. “Thank you. I knew I brought you along for a reason.“

“I wasn’t going to let him touch you.”

“I know.” She exhaled slowly. “I didn’t think he’d react like that. I mean, I knew he was angry, but…”

“He’s bottling up a lot,” I said.

“Yeah.” Ren leaned back in her seat. “More than I realized.”

We drove in silence for a while, the snow-covered hills rolling past.

Finally, I asked the question. “Do you think he did it?”

Ren was quiet for a long moment. Then she shook her head. “No. I don’t.”

I glanced at her. “You’re sure?”

She sighed. “He’s angry, and he’s bitter, and he clearly hates me. But he’s also too buttoned-up to do something like vandalism. He’d see it as beneath him.”

I nodded. That tracked.

Ren rubbed her face with both hands. “So. We’ve talked to all three suspects. And none of them did it.”

“So we’re either really bad investigators,” I said, “or we’ve missed something.”

“Or someone,” Ren said.

I didn’t have an answer for that.

We drove the rest of the way back to Mapleton in silence, the question hanging between us.

If none of them did it, then who did?


Chapter Twenty-Five




The days fell into a rhythm.

Monday and Wednesday nights I stayed at Nicole’s apartment above the bookshop. The reading nook had become our spot—we’d sit with books and tea until one of us couldn’t resist anymore, then we’d move upstairs.

Tuesday and Thursday nights I stayed at Kara’s restored Victorian. She’d greet me at the door in silk and bare feet, that controlled elegance already starting to crack. We’d have wine in her library until one of us made the first move. With Kara, I never knew who would break first. And I liked it that way.

Sometimes, I could sense the unspoken question in both their eyes when I left: Why can’t you stay tomorrow night too?

I was twenty-eight and in decent shape, but even I had limits. Some mornings I woke up sore in muscles I’d forgotten I had. Other mornings I couldn’t quite believe this was my life—two brilliant, beautiful women who wanted me, who’d agreed to share me, who seemed genuinely happy with the arrangement.

I wished I could split myself in two to give each of them every night. Be enough for both of them without needing recovery time.

These women were simply too insatiable.

The bookshop was thriving in ways Nicole hadn’t expected. Ren had taken over the TikTok account with the kind of manic energy she brought to everything. She’d film short videos—book recommendations, behind-the-scenes glimpses of running the shops, dramatic readings of terrible romance novel covers. The account had grown to thousands of followers.

Foot traffic increased. New customers came from Burlington, from Montpelier, even from out of state. They’d mention the TikTok videos, buy a stack of books, sign up to Nicole’s new mailing list.

Nicole had started talking about hiring help. She’d never done that before and she didn’t know where to start. Kara and I had both offered advice. Ren had suggested posting on local job boards. But Nicole kept hesitating, like bringing someone else into the bookshop would break whatever magic had kept it running all these years.
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Thanksgiving arrived cold and bright, the sky that crystalline blue that only happened in late November.

The plan was dinner at Kara’s house. She’d moved in fully two weeks earlier, the furniture finally all set up.

Nicole and Kara had spent the morning cooking. I’d offered to help, but Kara had waved me off with a stern look. “You helped remodel this kitchen. You’ve done enough.”

Nicole had laughed and handed me a bottle of wine. “Go relax. We’ll call you when we need you.”

Around two o’clock, Kara finally let me contribute. She handed me a pot, a masher, and ten pounds of Yukon Golds. “Make yourself useful.”

I peeled and chopped potatoes at the island while they worked on the turkey and sides. The kitchen smelled like sage and butter and roasting meat. Nicole hummed as she worked.

The doorbell rang at four-thirty.

Ren arrived with a bottle of red wine and a bakery box. She wore a deep green sweater dress that hugged her curves, her dark curls loose around her face.

“I brought pie,” she announced. “Store-bought, because I’m a disaster in the kitchen and we all know it.”

Kara took the box. “Store-bought pie is still pie.”

“And wine.” Ren held up the bottle. “Good wine. Like, I spent actual money.”

Nicole kissed her cheek. “You didn’t have to do that.”

“Yes, I did. You’re feeding me.” Ren’s eyes swept the kitchen. “Holy shit, this kitchen looks even more amazing when it’s in use. Lance, you’re a magician.”

“Bobby and Mike Lafleur did most of the structural work,” I said.

“Take the compliment,” Kara said.

Ren grinned and handed me the wine. “Open this. I need alcohol before I get all weird and emotional about Thanksgiving.”

We ate at Kara’s dining room table, a massive oak thing that could seat ten. The four of us clustered at one end, plates piled high with turkey and stuffing and the mashed potatoes I’d contributed.

Ren had been right about the emotional thing. She teared up during the blessing, which Nicole improvised with surprising grace. Something about gratitude and chosen family and new beginnings.

The food was incredible. Nicole’s stuffing had cranberries and pecans. Kara’s turkey was perfectly moist, the skin golden and crisp. My mashed potatoes were simple but good—butter, cream, salt, nothing fancy.

We ate and drank and talked. Kara told a story about a disastrous Thanksgiving with Brett’s family where his mother had gotten drunk and accused her of being a gold digger. Nicole countered with a tale of Mackenzie’s first Thanksgiving after the divorce, when her daughter had gotten so angry at David she’d thrown green beans at him.

Ren laughed so hard she nearly choked on her wine.

I sat back in my chair, full and warm and content in a way I couldn’t remember feeling before.

Nicole topped off Ren’s wine glass. “So. Tell me about that thriller I recommended. Are you enjoying it?”

Ren’s smile faltered slightly. “Um. Yeah, it’s… It’s good.”

“You haven’t finished it yet?”

“Not yet.”

Kara leaned forward. “How far did you get? I was thinking of reading that one, too.“

“Maybe a hundred pages?” Ren shifted in her seat. “I’ve been busy.”

“Too busy to read before bed?” Nicole’s tone was teasing. “That’s not like you.”

“I’ve just had… other things on my mind.”

“Ohhh.” Kara’s smile turned wicked. “Have you gone back to doomscrolling?”

“No. God, no.”

Nicole exchanged a glance with Kara. “Then what have you been doing before bed?”

Ren’s face flushed. “Nothing.”

“Nothing,” Kara repeated.

“It’s nothing.”

“Ren.” Nicole reached across the table and squeezed Ren’s hand. “You’ve found a man.”

“What? No!”

“You have,” Kara said. “That’s the only explanation. You’ve been sneaking around with someone.”

“I have not been sneaking around.”

“Then what’s keeping you up at night?” Nicole’s smile was pure mischief.

Ren groaned and covered her face with both hands. “You’re both terrible.”

“Tell us,” Kara said. “We won’t judge.”

“You will absolutely judge.”

“We promise we won’t.”

Ren lowered her hands. Her face was bright red now, her eyes darting between Nicole and Kara like a trapped animal. “I… okay. Fine. But you can’t laugh.”

“We won’t laugh,” Nicole said.

“Promise.”

Nicole and Kara both made exaggerated crossing motions over their hearts.

Ren took a deep breath. “I’ve been… watching the security footage.”

Kara frowned. “What security footage?”

Ren’s voice dropped to nearly a whisper. “From the gallery office.”

The air went still.

Nicole blinked. “The footage of…”

“Yes.”

“Of all three of us…”

“Yes.”

Kara’s eyebrows rose. “You’ve been watching it every night before bed?”

Ren nodded miserably. “Pretty much.”

Heat climbed up my neck.

Nicole’s expression shifted from confusion to understanding to something that looked dangerously close to delight. “Ren.”

“I know it’s weird.” Ren gestured helplessly. “I’m working on the painting, too. The one with the three of you. And the more I work on it, the more I’m… thinking about it. About you three. About the whole situation.”

Kara leaned back in her chair, her eyes locked on Ren. “What kind of thoughts?”

Ren took a long drink of wine. “The kind of thoughts I probably shouldn’t be having about my friends.”

Nicole’s voice was gentle. “Ren. Are you saying what I think you’re saying?”

Ren set down her glass. Her hands were shaking slightly. “I don’t know. Maybe. I mean, I said I wasn’t interested. And I meant it at the time. I was still dealing with the gallery stuff and I… I wasn’t ready.”

“And now?” Kara asked.

Ren met her gaze. “Now I’ve been spending time with all of you. Getting to know Lance better. Seeing how happy you both are. Watching the three of you together—not just the sex, but the way you care about each other. The way you talk. The way you laugh.” She paused. “And I’ve been working on this painting every day, and it’s… It’s erotic, obviously. But it’s also intimate. And the more I study it, the more I realize I’m not just turned on. I’m… drawn in.”

“Drawn in how?” Nicole asked

Ren’s eyes glistened. “I want to be part of it. I think. Maybe. I don’t know.”

The silence stretched.

I didn’t move. Didn’t speak. This wasn’t my conversation.

Kara’s voice was careful. “Are you sure?”

“No,” Ren said. “I’m not sure at all. But I can’t stop thinking about it. I can’t stop watching that footage. I can’t stop imagining what it would be like to…” She trailed off.

“To what?” Nicole asked.

Ren looked at me for the first time since the conversation started. Her dark eyes were uncertain and hungry and scared all at once. “To be with him. With both of you. With all three of you.”

The room felt too warm suddenly.

Kara’s gaze moved to Nicole. Some unspoken communication passed between them.

Then Nicole looked at me. Raised an eyebrow. Your call.

I opened my mouth.

Nothing came out.

Ren laughed, shaky and breathless. “So. Yeah. That’s what I’ve been doing before bed. Watching you three fuck and touching myself and having extremely complicated feelings about my life choices.”

She drained her wine glass.

The four of us sat there, the remains of Thanksgiving dinner scattered across the table, the question hanging in the air.

I stared at Ren, my heart hammering. The words hung in the air between us—watching you three fuck and touching myself—and I couldn’t form a coherent thought beyond the visceral, primal reaction flooding my system.

Ren set down her empty wine glass and took a shaky breath. When she spoke again, her voice was steadier. “I want in.”


Chapter Twenty-Six




The relief that washed over her face was immediate, like she’d been carrying a weight for weeks and finally set it down.

“God, it feels good to just say it out loud,” she added with a nervous laugh. “I know we joke about it all the time, but I wasn’t sure if you three were actually looking for someone else. Or if I’m being completely insane for even wanting this.”

Heat coursed through me, starting in my chest and spreading outward until my skin felt too tight. I shifted in my chair, trying to keep my reaction under control.

Nicole looked at Kara. Kara looked at me. I looked at Nicole.

The silent conversation lasted maybe three seconds, but I saw it clearly on all their faces: curiosity, consideration, and then—unmistakably—agreement. Nicole’s slight nod. Kara’s raised eyebrow that said why not? My own surge of certainty that this could work.

When I looked back at Ren, her eyes were darting between us, reading our responses.

“We’re not opposed,” Kara said carefully.

“Not at all,” Nicole added.

Ren exhaled slowly. “Okay. Good. Because I’m super nervous about this and I don’t want to rush anything. I need time to figure out how this even works.”

“That makes sense,” Nicole said. “We can take it slow.”

Ren bit her lower lip, then looked at me directly. “And I have one request. When we do this—when I’m with you for the first time—I’d like it to be just the two of us. Not all four together right away. Is that okay?”

Another flush of heat rolled through me at the image her words conjured.

“Of course,” Kara said before I could answer. “That’s completely reasonable.”

Nicole nodded. “Whatever you need to feel comfortable.”

Ren’s shoulders relaxed another inch. “Thank you. I just… I think I need that first time to be about figuring out what it feels like to be with him without worrying about performance or audience or whatever.”

“Ren.” Kara’s voice was gentle. “You don’t have to justify it. We understand.”

Ren smiled, but her expression turned serious again. “One more thing. This isn’t a fling for me. I don’t want this to be some one-time experiment where I sleep with Lance once and then we all awkwardly pretend it didn’t happen. If I’m in, I’m in. I want what you three have—something real and long-term. An actual relationship. All four of us.”

The weight of what she was saying settled over the table.

Nicole reached across and squeezed Ren’s hand again. “We want that too. If we’re doing this, we’re doing it right.”

“Agreed,” Kara said.

I found my voice. “Yeah. All in or not at all.”

Ren’s eyes met mine, and the vulnerability in them made my chest tighten. “Okay then.”

The silence that followed wasn’t uncomfortable—it was charged and electric.

Kara cleared her throat and gestured at the table. “So. Who wants pie?”

Ren laughed, the tension breaking. “God, yes. Pie. Let’s eat pie and pretend I didn’t just proposition all three of you at Thanksgiving dinner.”

“Too late,” Nicole said with a grin. “This is going down in history as the most memorable Thanksgiving any of us have ever had.”
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We ate the store-bought pie—apple, perfectly adequate—and talked about lighter things. Ren’s latest TikTok video. Kara’s plans for the library bookshelves. Nicole’s idea to host a holiday book swap at the shop.

But underneath the conversation, I felt the current running between the four of us. Every time Ren glanced at me, every time her knee brushed mine under the table, every time she laughed—I felt it.

Around eight, Ren stood and announced she should head home. “I’ve got to finish that painting before the opening, and I work best at night.”

She hugged Nicole, then Kara, then turned to me. The hug lasted a beat longer than strictly necessary, and when she pulled back, her dark eyes held mine.

“Thank you,” she said quietly. “For being okay with this.”

“Thank you for trusting us,” I said.

She smiled—nervous but genuine—and grabbed her coat.

Nicole walked her to the door. I heard them murmuring in the hallway, then the front door opened and closed.

When Nicole returned to the dining room, I was stacking plates.

“I’ll get the dishes,” I said.

Kara appeared at my elbow and took the plates from my hands. “No, you won’t.”

I frowned. “I don’t mind⁠—”

Nicole stepped closer, her eyes locked on mine. “Lance. You’re turned on.”

It wasn’t a question.

Heat flooded my face. “Yeah.”

Kara set the plates back down on the table. “That entire conversation did something to you, didn’t it?”

I didn’t bother denying it. “Yes.”

Nicole’s smile turned wicked. “Then forget the dishes for now.“

She took my hand. Kara took the other.

They led me toward the stairs, and I followed without protest.

The dishes could wait.
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I was halfway through my second beer at Kara’s house when my phone buzzed.

We’d settled into the library after dinner. It was two nights after Thanksgiving.

Nicole curled into the armchair with a book, Kara sprawled on the couch with her laptop, me on the floor with my back against the couch. The fire crackled in the hearth. Classical music played softly from Kara’s sound system.

I pulled out my phone.

Ren: ordered way too much thai food. you want any?

I stared at the message for a moment, processing.

“Who is it?” Nicole asked without looking up from her book.

“Ren.”

Kara’s typing stopped. Nicole’s eyes lifted.

I showed them the screen.

Nicole set down her book immediately. Kara sat up, her expression shifting from relaxed to alert.

“That’s it,” Nicole said.

I frowned. “What’s it?”

“The invitation.” Nicole was already on her feet. “She’s asking you over.”

“She’s asking if I want leftover Thai food.”

Kara laughed. “Oh, Lance. Sweet, oblivious Lance.”

I looked between them. “You think⁠—”

“Yes,” they said in unison.

They practically rushed me to the front door.

Kara handed me my jacket. “And text us when you get there. We’ll want to know you arrived safely.”

“And possibly other details later,” Kara added with a smirk.


Chapter Twenty-Seven




Iparked behind Ren’s car and sat for a moment, the engine ticking in the cold.

The house looked different. The porch light was on, warm and welcoming. The overgrown shrubs had been trimmed back. Someone had swept the steps.

I grabbed my phone and texted the group chat.

Me: here

Nicole: have fun

Kara: don’t do anything we wouldn’t do

Nicole: so basically anything goes

I pocketed my phone and headed up the walk.

Ren opened the door before I could knock.

She wore black leggings and an oversized sweater that slipped off her shoulders, revealing a black bra strap. Her dark curls were piled on top of her head in a messy bun, a few strands framing her face. No makeup. Bare feet with dark red toenails.

She looked incredible.

“Hey,” she said, stepping back to let me in.

“Hey.”

The house smelled like ginger and lemongrass. I followed her through the entryway, and the difference hit me immediately.

The last time I’d been here, you could barely move through the rooms. Now the hardwood floors gleamed. The walls were visible. Furniture sat at comfortable angles instead of buried under piles of newspapers and craft supplies.

“Holy shit,” I said.

Ren glanced back at me. “Right?”

“It’s completely different.”

“Two months of work.” She led me into the kitchen, which had been transformed from a claustrophobic maze into an actual functional space. White cabinets, butcher block counters, a small table by the window. “I finished the last room yesterday.”

“Where did it all go?”

“Dumpster, mostly. Donated what I could. Kept a few things.” She gestured to the kitchen table, which was covered in takeout containers. “I wasn’t kidding about ordering too much. I think I got one of everything on the menu.”

I counted at least six containers. “That’s a lot of food.”

“I panicked.” She opened one container, then another, peering inside each. “There’s drunken noodles, green curry, spring rolls, some kind of rice situation…” She looked up at me. “You hungry?”

“Not really.”

“Me neither.”

We stood there in the kitchen, the takeout containers between us like a flimsy excuse neither of us believed anymore.

Ren closed the containers carefully, one by one. When she finished, she leaned back against the counter and crossed her arms.

“So,” she said.

“So.”

She bit her lower lip. “You want to see the rest of the house? Since you helped clear a lot of it?”

“Yeah. I’d like that.”

She pushed off the counter and headed for the living room. I followed.

The transformation was even more dramatic here. The space felt twice as large without the accumulated debris. A couch and two chairs arranged around a coffee table. Bookshelves against one wall, actually organized. Art supplies in neat bins near the window.

“I turned the dining room into a studio,” Ren said, walking through an archway. “Come look.”

The dining room had good natural light from two large windows. Ren had set up an easel, a work table covered in paints and brushes, canvases stacked against the walls.

One canvas sat on the easel, covered with a cloth.

“Is that the painting?” I asked.

“Yeah.” Ren moved to stand beside it but didn’t remove the cloth. “I’m almost done. Just details left.”

“Can I see it?”

She hesitated. “Not yet. You can see it when it’s done.”

“Okay.” The something occurred to me. “This is the room we were in when you told me you wanted to jump my bones.”

She turned to face me fully. We were standing close now, maybe two feet apart. Close enough that I could smell her citrus shampoo.

Then she started to laugh. I did too.

“I can’t believe I said that,” she said.

“Too late to take it back now.”

“Way too late.”

Our laughter faded and she looked at me for a long time. “It’s still true. I still do want to jump your bones.”

She rose up on her toes, bringing her mouth closer to mine. “Lance.”

“Yeah?”

“Kiss me.”

I did.

Her lips were soft and warm, tasting faintly of wine. She made a small sound in the back of her throat and pressed closer, her hands fisting in my shirt.

The kiss deepened. Her tongue slid against mine in a way that sent heat straight through my body.

I backed her against the work table, my hands dropping to her waist. She arched into me, one leg hooking around my calf.

When we broke apart, we were both breathing hard.

“Bedroom?” she asked.

“Bedroom.”

She took my hand and led me through the living room, down a hallway I’d never been in before.

Her bedroom was simple, containing only a queen bed with a dark blue comforter, a dresser, and a nightstand with a lamp and the books Nicole had recommended to her.

Ren turned to face me, her back to the bed. In the lamplight, her eyes were almost black, pupils blown wide.

She reached for the hem of her sweater and pulled it over her head in one smooth motion.

The black bra was lace, nearly transparent. Her breasts were full and round, her skin flushed.

My mouth went dry.

She reached behind her back and unhooked the bra, letting it fall to the floor.

I stopped thinking entirely.

I stood frozen for a moment, taking in the sight of her. Full breasts with dusky nipples already tight, the soft curve of her belly, the flare of her hips. She was lush and feminine and absolutely stunning.

She hooked her thumbs in her leggings and pushed them down, taking her underwear with them and kicking them aside.

My breath caught at the sight of her long legs and the curve of her ass as she turned slightly to climb onto the bed.

She sat back on her heels, completely naked, watching me with hungry eyes.

“Your turn,” she said.

I pulled my shirt over my head and dropped it on the floor. Then toed off my boots. I unbuckled my belt and shoved my jeans and boxers down in one motion.

Ren’s gaze dropped to my erection, and her lips parted. “Oh wow.”

I climbed onto the bed, and she reached for me immediately. Her hands ran over my chest, my shoulders, my arms, like she was memorizing the shape of me.

I kissed her again, slower this time, savoring it. Her body was warm and soft against mine, her breasts pressing into my chest.

She broke the kiss and looked up at me, her expression suddenly uncertain. “Wait. Do you… with Nicole and Kara, do you use condoms?”

“No.”

“Good.” The relief in her voice was immediate. “I don’t want you to use one either. You’re the first man I’ve been with in a long time, and I want to really feel it.”

The words sent a jolt straight through me.

I cupped her breast, testing the weight of it, and she arched into my palm. Her nipple hardened further under my thumb, and when I rolled it between my fingers, she gasped.

“Lance.”

I lowered my mouth to her other breast, taking the nipple between my lips. She tasted like salt and something sweet, her skin hot against my tongue.

Her hands tangled in my hair as I sucked, then bit gently. She made a desperate sound.

I kissed down her stomach, tracing the soft curve of her belly with my mouth. She was already squirming, her thighs falling open.

When I settled between her legs, the scent of her arousal hit me hard. She was wet.

I looked up the length of her body. She was propped on her elbows, watching me with dark, heated eyes.

“Please,” she said.

I lowered my mouth to her.

She cried out immediately, her hips bucking. I gripped her thighs to hold her steady and licked along her slit, tasting her. She was sweet and musky and intoxicating.

I found her clit with my tongue and circled it slowly. Her thighs trembled. I increased the pressure, the speed, and she moaned my name.

“Oh god, Lance, don’t stop, don’t⁠—”

I slid two fingers inside her as I sucked her clit.

She came hard, her inner walls clenching around my fingers, her whole body going rigid. The sounds she made were desperate and uninhibited.

I didn’t stop. I kept licking, kept moving my fingers, drawing it out until she was shaking and pulling at my hair.

“Too much,” she gasped. “I can’t⁠—”

But her body said otherwise. I curled my fingers, finding the spot inside her, and pressed.

She came again, this time with a sharp cry that was almost a sob.

When I finally pulled back, her face was flushed and her chest was heaving. Sweat gleamed on her skin.

“Holy shit,” she breathed.

I moved up her body and kissed her deeply. She moaned against my mouth, tasting herself on my tongue.

Her hand slid down between us and wrapped around my erection. I groaned into her mouth as she stroked me, her grip firm and sure.

“I need you inside me,” she said. “Now.”

I positioned myself between her thighs, the head of my cock pressing against her entrance. She was soaked, hot and slippery.

I pushed in slowly, feeling her stretch around me. She was tight, so tight it made my vision blur.

“God, Ren.”

“More,” she said. “All of you.”

I sank deeper, inch by inch, until I was fully seated. We both groaned at the sensation.

She wrapped her legs around my waist, her heels digging into my ass. “Move.”

I pulled back and thrust in again, establishing a rhythm. Her breasts bounced with each thrust, and she reached up to grab them herself, squeezing and pinching her nipples.

The sight made something primal surge inside me.

I hooked one of her legs over my shoulder, changing the angle, and she gasped. “Yes, like that, exactly like that⁠—”

I fucked her harder, deeper, the bed frame creaking under us. Her nails raked down my back, and the sting only drove me on.

“Touch yourself,” I said, my voice rough.

She slid one hand down between us, her fingers finding her clit. I watched her face as she touched herself, watched the pleasure build in her expression.

“I’m close,” she panted. “I’m so close⁠—”

“Come for me.”

She did, her pussy clamping down on me. The sensation was overwhelming, pleasure bordering on pain.

I pulled out and flipped her onto her stomach. She went willingly, rising onto her hands and knees, looking back at me over her shoulder with wild eyes.

I gripped her hips and entered her again from behind. This angle was even deeper, and we both groaned.

I set a punishing pace, my hips slapping against her ass. She dropped to her elbows, pushing back to meet each thrust, her curls falling around her face.

“Harder,” she begged. “Fuck me harder.”

I gave her what she wanted, my fingers digging into her hips hard enough to leave marks. The sound of our bodies coming together filled the room, along with her moans and my harsh breathing.

I felt my orgasm building, a tight coil at the base of my spine. I reached around and found her clit again, rubbing in quick circles.

“Oh god, oh god, I’m⁠—”

She came again with a scream, and this time I couldn’t hold back. The pressure broke, and I followed her over the edge, my cock pulsing as I emptied myself deep inside her.

We collapsed onto the bed together, both of us trembling and gasping for air.

After a long moment, Ren rolled onto her back beside me, one arm thrown over her eyes. Her chest was still rising and falling rapidly.

“Oh my God,” she said.

I turned my head to look at her. Her skin was flushed pink, damp with sweat. Beautiful.

She lowered her arm and met my gaze. A slow smile spread across her face.

“That was…” She shook her head. “I don’t even have words.” She reached over and took my hand, lacing our fingers together. “Thank you.”

“For what?”

“For being patient. For waiting until I was ready. For making that absolutely incredible.”

I squeezed her hand. “Any time.”

She laughed, the sound light and happy. Then she sighed contentedly and closed her eyes.

We lay there in the lamplight, catching our breath, our hands still linked between us.


Chapter Twenty-Eight




Iwoke to the smell of ginger and lemongrass.

Ren was no longer in bed. I sat up, disoriented for a moment, then heard movement from the kitchen.

I found my boxers and pulled them on, then padded down the hallway.

Ren had lit candles on the kitchen table. The takeout containers were open, and she was spooning green curry into two bowls. She’d put the sweater back on, and wore nothing else.

“Hungry?” she asked when she saw me.

“Starving.”

She grinned and set the bowls on the table. “I figured we’d worked up an appetite.”

We sat across from each other and ate. The curry was still warm, rich with coconut milk and basil. We passed containers back and forth.

“This is really good,” I said.

“It’s from that place on Maple Street. Best Thai food in town.” She paused. “Also the only Thai food in town.”

I laughed.

We ate in comfortable silence for a few minutes. Then I remembered.

“Nicole and Kara are waiting to hear from me,” I said.

Ren looked up. “They are?”

“Yeah. They wanted to know all about our night together.”

Her eyes widened slightly. “With all the details?”

“Probably.”

She set down her fork, watching me with obvious curiosity. “Can I see?”

I pulled out my phone and opened the group chat. The last messages were from when I’d arrived.

I typed: she’s amazing. incredible night.

The response was immediate.

Nicole: details please

Kara: how amazing are we talking

I glanced at Ren. She was leaning forward, trying to read the screen.

“You want to see this?” I asked.

“Are you kidding? Yes.”

I turned the phone so she could see, then typed: we had sex three times. she came at least four. maybe five. lost count.

Nicole: oh my god

Kara: LANCE

Nicole: tell me everything

Kara: I’m jealous

Nicole: we both are

Kara: good jealous though

Ren was reading over my shoulder now, pressed close against my side. She smelled like sex and citrus.

“This is incredible,” she said quietly.

I typed: she’s reading this conversation right now

Nicole: hi margot!

Kara: welcome to the chaos

Ren laughed and reached for the phone. “Can I?”

I handed it to her.

She typed slowly, concentrating: hi. this is surreal and amazing and I’m so glad you’re both okay with this

Nicole: more than okay

Kara: we’re thrilled

Nicole: lance seems very happy

Ren glanced at me, her expression soft. “I am too.”

She handed the phone back.

I looked at the screen, then at her. “When do you want to be added to the group chat?”

Her eyes went wide. “Really?”

“Yeah. Why not?”

“I just… I didn’t think it would happen this fast.”

“Do you want to wait?”

“No.” She shook her head quickly. “No, I want in. Right now.”

I opened the chat settings and added her contact. The phone buzzed as the notification went through.

Ren’s phone chimed from somewhere in the bedroom. She jumped up and ran to get it, the sweater riding up to show the curve of her ass.

She came back holding her phone, staring at the screen with wonder. She sat back down and immediately started typing.

A moment later, the group chat exploded with emojis. Hearts, flames, champagne glasses, fireworks.

She set her phone on the table and reached across to take my hand. “Thank you for everything.”

I squeezed her fingers. “Thank you for trusting us.”

We sat there holding hands across the table, surrounded by half-eaten Thai food and flickering candlelight, while our phones continued buzzing with messages from the two women waiting at home.

The four of us, I thought.

It had a good sound to it.


Chapter Twenty-Nine




Ipulled into the parking lot at The Inn at Founder’s Falls. Through the front windows, I saw Catherine Barton at the desk, her honey blonde hair pinned up in that neat style she favored, her posture perfect even when she was alone.

Catherine had been polite but distant since the morning she’d tried to warn Nicole about me. That was back when I’d spent the night with Kara here. Catherine had gone to the bookshop to inform Nicole that I’d been unfaithful, only to discover Nicole already knew and didn’t mind Kara and I meeting up.

I’d never forget the mortification on Catherine’s face when Nicole had explained our arrangement.

Since then, Catherine had kept her distance. She wasn’t hostile, exactly. Just careful. Like she was waiting for the inevitable moment when the whole arrangement would collapse and prove her right about my character.

I grabbed my jacket and headed inside.

The lobby smelled of pine and cinnamon. A fire crackled in the stone hearth. Classical music played softly from hidden speakers. Everything was immaculate, perfectly arranged, the kind of place where you instinctively lowered your voice.

Catherine looked up from her computer when the door chimed. Her expression shifted from professional welcome to genuine surprise.

“Lance.”

“Hi, Catherine.”

She set down her pen carefully, her blue eyes assessing me in that way she had. “Kara moved out already. I’m surprised she didn’t tell you.”

“Of course I know that. I’m not here for Kara.”

Her brow furrowed slightly. “Oh?”

“We talked about some repair work a couple of weeks ago. You mentioned needing help with maintenance around the inn.” I shifted my weight, suddenly feeling like I was back in a principal’s office. “It kind of slipped through the cracks. I’m sorry about that.”

“Oh.” Something in her expression softened, just slightly. “It’s fine. I know you’ve been busy.”

The way she said busy carried weight. I knew what she was implying.

I thought about Ren, about last night, about the group chat that now had four people in it instead of three. Catherine’s head might actually explode when she found out. And she would eventually find out; that was the thing about small towns.

“Yeah,” I said. “Busy.”

Catherine stood and smoothed her cardigan. “Yes, I could use some help. The leak under the kitchen sink keeps coming back. Two of the bedroom radiators aren’t heating properly. And the back porch railing is loose.”

“I can handle all of that.”

“Good.” She came around the desk. “Let me show you where I keep the tools.”

I followed her through the lobby, past the dining room where Nicole, Kara, and I had had that amazing dinner just before Kara fully moved into her home.

She led me out the back door and across a small courtyard to a converted shed. The structure was neat and well-maintained, like everything else Catherine touched.

She unlocked the door and pushed it open. “I’ve collected supplies over the years. My husband Richard used to handle most of the repairs, but after he passed, I’ve had to piece things together.”

There was something in her voice when she mentioned her husband. Not grief, exactly. Something quieter and more complicated.

“Help yourself to whatever you need,” she said. “If you’re missing something, just let me know.”

“Thanks, Catherine.”

She nodded and headed back toward the inn.

I stepped into the shed.

Tools hung on pegboards. Paint cans lined shelves. Hardware sorted into labeled containers. It was the kind of system that suggested someone trying very hard to maintain control.

I moved deeper into the space, mentally cataloging what was here versus what I’d need to bring from the truck.

Then I saw them.

Right at the front of the paint shelf, positioned where they’d be the first thing you’d grab.

Two cans of red spray paint.


Chapter Thirty




Iwalked into the bookshop and stopped just inside the door.

Ren was crouched beside the reading nook, holding her phone at an angle. Nicole sat in the green armchair, her hair falling in loose waves around her shoulders. She was wearing a top with a neckline that plunged low enough to show the curve of her breasts.

Kara stood off to the side, arms crossed, watching with obvious amusement.

“Lean forward just a bit,” Ren said, adjusting her position. “There, perfect. Now look at the book like it’s the most fascinating thing you’ve ever read.”

Nicole glanced down at the paperback in her hands, her cheeks flushing. “This feels ridiculous.”

“It’s not ridiculous,” Ren said. “It’s marketing.”

“She’s right,” Kara said. “Though I think Ren is mostly enjoying directing a cleavage shot.”

“Damn right I am.” Ren grinned without looking away from her phone. “Nicole’s tits are a gift to humanity and should be celebrated.”

Nicole’s blush deepened. “Oh my god.”

“Tilt the book toward the light,” Ren instructed. “And maybe cross your legs? Good. Now bite your lower lip like you’re thinking about something sexy.”

“Ren!”

“Do it.”

Nicole bit her lip, looking simultaneously embarrassed and pleased.

“Beautiful.” Ren tapped her screen. “Got it. That’s going to get so many views.”

Kara shook her head, still smiling. “You’re shameless.”

“This is good content. Trust me.” Ren stood and checked the footage.

I should have said something. Made some joke about walking in on a photo shoot, or commented on how good Nicole looked. That’s what I would have done any other night.

But I couldn’t make the words come.

Nicole looked up and saw me. Her smile faded immediately.

“Lance?” She set the book aside and stood. “What’s wrong?”

Kara and Ren both turned to look at me, their playful energy evaporating.

I closed the door behind me and walked toward them. My boots felt heavy on the hardwood floor.

“I have news,” I said.

The three of them moved closer together instinctively, like they were bracing for impact.

“What kind of news?” Kara asked. Her voice had gone sharp.

I took a breath. “I was at the inn today. Catherine showed me to the tool shed so I could get started on the repairs she needed. I found two cans of red spray paint right at the front of the paint shelf.”

Ren’s eyes went wide. “What?”

“Red spray paint,” I repeated. “The same kind that was used on the gallery window.”

“No.” Nicole shook her head. “Catherine wouldn’t—she’s not⁠—”

“She disapproves of us,” Kara said quietly. “We all know that.”

“Disapproving is one thing.” Nicole’s voice rose slightly. “Vandalism is completely different.”

“Maybe having that three-way date at the inn was pushing a bit too far,” Kara said.

Nicole wrapped her arms around herself. “But Catherine runs the church coffee hour. She’s on the historical society board. She wouldn’t⁠—”

“She might,” Kara said. Her voice was matter-of-fact. “If she thought she was protecting the town’s moral standards.”

Another long silence.

Ren stopped pacing and turned to face us. “I want to confront her.”

“Ren—” Nicole started.

“Tonight. I want to know if she did it.”

I met her eyes. “You sure?”

“Yeah.” Her jaw was set in that stubborn way I’d come to recognize. “I’m sure.”

“Then I’m going with you.”

“I was hoping you’d say that.” She glanced at Nicole and Kara. “Not that I think Catherine’s going to attack me or anything. She’s not Paul. But I’d feel better if Lance was there.”

“Of course I’ll come,” I said.

Ren grabbed her coat from the back of a chair. “Let’s go.”

“Call us as soon as you know something,” Kara said.

“Promise.”


Chapter Thirty-One




Catherine was behind the reception desk when we walked in, reviewing something on her computer.

She looked up when we came in.

Her whole body went rigid.

For a second, nobody moved. Catherine’s blue eyes flicked from me to Ren and back again. Her face drained of color.

She knew why we were here. I was certain of it.

“Catherine,” Ren said. Her voice was steady, but not hostile. “Can we speak with you?”

Catherine’s hands clenched together in front of her on the desk. “Yes,” she said finally. “Of course.”

She stood and came around the desk, moving stiffly. She gestured toward a door behind the reception area. “My office.”

We followed her through.

The office was small and immaculate. A desk with a laptop, a filing cabinet, a bookshelf lined with ledgers and hospitality manuals. Everything had its place. The window looked out onto the courtyard, where snow had started to fall.

Catherine closed the door behind us and stood there for a moment, her back to us, like she was gathering herself.

Then she turned.

“What can I help you with?” Her voice was controlled, professional, but I could see the tension in her shoulders.

Ren didn’t waste time. “Did you vandalize my gallery?”

The question hung in the air.

Catherine’s composure cracked. Her face crumpled, her mouth trembling. She pressed a hand to her lips.

Then she started crying.

Not the delicate crying of someone trying to maintain dignity. Full, body-shaking sobs that bent her forward.

I exchanged a glance with Ren. Her eyes were wide and uncertain.

We stood there, waiting, as Catherine fought to regain control. She pulled a tissue from a box on her desk and pressed it to her face. Her breathing came in ragged gasps.

It took a long minute before she could speak.

When she finally did, her voice was raw.

“No.”

The word landed like a stone.

Ren and I both stared at her.

“No?” Ren repeated.

Catherine shook her head, still clutching the tissue. Her mascara had smeared slightly, which made her look more human than I’d ever seen her.

“I didn’t do it.” The words came out thick with emotion, but there was something in the way she said them. Something honest and utterly convincing.

Another long silence.

Catherine took a shuddering breath. Then she looked up at us, her eyes red-rimmed.

“But I know who did.”

Ren leaned forward slightly. “Who?”

Catherine’s face twisted with something that looked like shame and grief combined.

“My son,” she whispered. “Daniel.”

Catherine lowered herself into the chair behind her desk. She set the crumpled tissue down and folded her hands in her lap, staring at them.

“Daniel came to visit three weeks ago,” she said quietly. “It was the first time in two years he’d been home for more than a day.”

I pulled the second chair from against the wall and sat. Ren remained standing, her arms crossed, but her expression had shifted from accusatory to something gentler.

Catherine didn’t look up. “We’ve not been speaking since his father died. Four years now. He thinks I didn’t love Richard because I didn’t fall apart at the funeral. Because I kept running the inn, kept everything functioning, kept moving forward.” Her voice cracked slightly. “He doesn’t understand that’s how I grieve. That’s how I survive.”

She reached for another tissue but didn’t use it, just held it between her fingers.

“When he called and said he wanted to come home for a week, I was so hopeful. I thought maybe we could finally talk. Maybe he was ready to understand.” She paused, her jaw working. “He stayed here at the inn. We had dinners together. We were polite. It was like strangers trying not to offend each other.

“The night of the gallery opening,” Catherine continued, “Daniel asked about it. He’d seen the posters around town. I told him about Ren taking over from Deana, about the new exhibition.” She finally looked up, meeting Ren’s eyes. “I mentioned that some people in town were uncomfortable with the direction you were taking things. With the more provocative work.”

Ren didn’t respond, just kept watching her.

“I said it was causing controversy. That Reverend Foreman had spoken against it at church. That people were worried about the influence on young people.” Catherine’s hands tightened around the tissue. “I didn’t say I agreed with them. I was just reporting what others were saying. But Daniel…”

She trailed off, staring at nothing.

“He got very quiet,” she said. “Then he changed the subject. I thought that was the end of it.”

I leaned forward slightly. “When did you realize what he’d done?”

“The morning after the vandalism.” Her voice dropped to almost a whisper. “I came downstairs early, before sunrise. Daniel was in the kitchen, washing his hands at the sink. There was red paint on his shirt cuff. Just a small spot, but it was definitely there.”

She pressed the tissue to her eyes.

“I asked him directly if he’d done it. He didn’t deny it. He said someone needed to stand up for decency in this town. That if the people here were too weak to protect traditional values, then someone had to do it.” Her mouth twisted. “He sounded so righteous. So certain.”

Ren’s expression had gone very still.

I didn’t know anything about Catherine’s son, but he sounded just as conservative as his mother.

“I told him he had to turn himself in,” Catherine said. “He refused. We argued. He said I was choosing strangers over my own son. He left that afternoon and flew back to Seattle. We haven’t spoken since.”

She set the tissue down on the desk, her hands trembling.

“I should have gone to the police myself. I know that. But he’s my son.” Her voice broke completely. “He’s the only family I have left. And if I turned him in, I’d lose him forever. He already thinks I didn’t love his father. If I reported him for this…”

The sentence hung unfinished in the air.

I felt something heavy settle in my chest. Not anger anymore, just a deep, aching sadness. Catherine wasn’t evil or hateful. She was a mother trapped between doing the right thing and losing the last person she had left in the world.

“I bought the spray paint months ago,” she said, her voice steadier now but hollow. “For touch-ups around the property. I never imagined Daniel would use it for something like this. When I saw the red on his shirt, I knew immediately where he’d gotten it.”

She looked at Ren directly, her red-rimmed eyes full of pain.

“I’m so sorry. What he did was wrong. And I’ve been a coward for not coming forward.” She took a shaky breath. “I’ll understand if you want to press charges. Against him or against me for covering it up. I deserve whatever happens.”

The office fell silent except for the old radiator’s rhythmic hissing.

Ren uncrossed her arms slowly. She walked over to Catherine’s desk and leaned against it, her posture less defensive than before.

“How old is Daniel?” she asked quietly.

“Twenty-six.”

“And he lives in Seattle?”

“Yes.”

Ren nodded slowly, thinking. “Does he have any history of this kind of thing? Vandalism, property damage?”

“No.” Catherine shook her head firmly. “Never. He was always such a good boy. He got excellent grades, went to church, volunteered. After Richard died, he just… changed. Became angry and distant.”

I understood that kind of grief-driven transformation. When people you love died, especially when they went suddenly, it could twist you into someone unrecognizable. Daniel had lashed out at his mother for not grieving the way he thought she should, and when he came home and heard about art that challenged his idea of moral order, he’d lashed out again.

It didn’t excuse what he’d done. But it made it comprehensible in a human way.

Ren glanced at me, and I could see her working through something in her mind.

“Catherine,” she said, turning back, “I’m not going to press charges.”

Catherine’s eyes widened. “What?”

“I’m not going to press charges against Daniel. Or you.”

“But—”

“Listen.” Ren held up a hand. “What your son did was wrong. And what you did by covering it up was also wrong. But I’ve spent the last month clearing out my dead mother’s house, dealing with thirty years of her pain that I didn’t know how to help her with. I understand what it’s like to fail the people you love. And I understand what it’s like to be terrified of losing them.”

Catherine’s face crumpled again, fresh tears spilling over.

“Daniel is twenty-six,” Ren continued. “He’s an adult, and he made a bad choice. But he’s also a grieving son who’s estranged from his mother and clearly dealing with things he doesn’t know how to handle.” She paused. “Pressing charges won’t fix any of that. It’ll just make it worse.”

“You don’t have to be this generous,” Catherine whispered.

“I know.” Ren’s smile was sad. “But I’m choosing to be.”

I felt something shift in my chest, a kind of pride mixed with affection. Ren could have demanded justice. She would have been within her rights. But she was choosing compassion instead.

Catherine stood on shaky legs. She moved around the desk and did something I never would have expected.

She hugged Ren.

Ren stiffened for just a second, then relaxed into it, her arms coming up to hold Catherine as the older woman sobbed against her shoulder.

“Thank you,” Catherine choked out. “Thank you so much.”

“It’s okay,” Ren said softly, one hand rubbing Catherine’s back. “It’s going to be okay.”

They stood like that for a long moment while I sat and watched, feeling like an intruder on something intensely private.

Finally, Catherine pulled back, wiping at her eyes. “I don’t deserve your kindness.”

“Maybe not.” Ren’s voice was kind but honest. “But you’re getting it anyway.”

Catherine looked at me then, her expression uncertain and vulnerable in a way I’d never seen from her before.

“Lance,” she said. “I owe you an apology as well.”

I stood. “For what?”

“For judging you. For judging all of you.” She gestured vaguely, like she was indicating Nicole and Kara even though they weren’t here. “I thought your relationship was wrong and immoral. I said terrible things to Nicole, tried to warn her away from you. And then when Daniel vandalized the gallery because he thought he was defending decency…” She shook her head. “I realized how dangerous that kind of judgment can be. How it can poison people into doing harm while thinking they’re doing good.”

I didn’t know what to say to that.

“You’ve all been nothing but kind to me,” Catherine continued. “Even when I didn’t deserve it. Even when I was cold and disapproving. And I’ve spent the last few weeks watching you help people around this town without asking for anything in return. Watching Nicole and Kara build something together that’s clearly making all of you happy.” Her voice steadied. “I was wrong about you. About all of you. I’m sorry.”

The words landed with unexpected weight.

I crossed the small space between us and placed a hand on her shoulder. “Thank you for telling us the truth. That took courage.”

She let out a wet laugh. “Not much courage. You caught me.”

“You could have lied,” Ren pointed out. “You didn’t.”

Catherine nodded, wiping at her eyes one more time.

We were almost to the door when Ren stopped.

I turned back. She was standing in the middle of Catherine’s office, her hand on the doorknob, frozen. She took a breath, then turned to face Catherine again.

“As long as we’re being honest with each other,” Ren said, her voice steady but her fingers fidgeting with her coat sleeve, “I should tell you something. I’ve joined the relationship with Lance, Nicole, and Kara.”

I blinked. I hadn’t been expecting that.

But I got it. What the hell. Catherine would find out eventually. Small town, big mouths.

I watched Catherine closely, bracing for another reaction like when she’d first heard about Nicole, Kara, and I.

Instead, Catherine’s face softened. A small, genuine smile curved her lips.

“I hope you’ll all be very happy,” she said.


Chapter Thirty-Two




The first Sunday in December broke cold and clear. I stood in the gravel lot at the edge of Green Mountain National Forest, watching Nicole, Kara, and Ren pile out of my truck like kids on a field trip.

“We need something tall,” Kara announced, pulling her wool coat tighter around herself. “The ceiling in the living room is twelve feet.”

“Tall and full,” Nicole added, adjusting the green scarf wrapped around her neck. “Not one of those Charlie Brown trees.”

“I like Charlie Brown trees,” Ren said, bouncing on her toes to stay warm. “They have character.”

Kara gave her a look. “We’re not getting a scraggly tree.”

“I didn’t say scraggly. I said character.”

I grabbed the hatchet from behind the seat and slung it over my shoulder and led the way to the tree line. Snow had fallen the night before, leaving everything covered in a fresh white blanket that crunched under our boots.

The forest permit had cost fifteen dollars. The guy at the ranger station had looked at the four of us, taken our money, and handed over a printed map showing the designated cutting areas.

Now we were tramping through the snow, scarves and hats and gloves in every color, breath steaming in the cold air, looking for the perfect tree.

“That one,” Nicole said, pointing to a tall spruce about twenty yards ahead.

Kara shook her head. “Too sparse on the left side.”

“The sparse side can go against the wall.”

“Then we’re only seeing three-quarters of the tree. That defeats the purpose.”

Ren veered off toward a cluster of firs. “What about these?”

“Too short,” Kara called without even looking.

“You haven’t even seen them yet!”

“I can tell from here.”

I kept walking, the hatchet balanced on my shoulder, my other hand shoved in my coat pocket. Snow started to fall again, lazy flakes drifting down through the branches overhead. The forest was quiet except for our voices and the soft crunch of our boots.

This was the kind of thing I’d never done before. My family had always bought a pre-cut tree from a lot in town, something already netted and ready to strap to the roof of the car. My grandfather had put up an artificial tree every year, the same one for twenty years, stored in the attic in a box marked “Xmas.”

This felt much different. Better.

“Lance!” Ren waved from deeper in the trees. “Come look at this one!”

I trudged through the snow toward her. Nicole and Kara followed, still debating the merits of various evergreen species like it was a Supreme Court case.

Ren was standing next to a Douglas fir that came up to about her shoulder. It was full and symmetrical, the branches heavy with snow.

“It’s perfect,” she said.

Kara arrived and circled the tree slowly, inspecting it from all angles. “It’s too small.”

“It’s cute.”

“Cute isn’t what we’re going for.”

“Why not?”

Nicole crouched down to check the trunk. “It is a nice tree. But Kara’s right, it won’t fill the space.”

Ren threw up her hands. “Fine. You two find something better.”

We kept moving.

For the next twenty minutes, they debated. Too tall, too short, too sparse, too lopsided, wrong shade of green, branches too stiff, needles too soft. I followed behind them, saying nothing, watching the snow fall and accumulating on the brim of my hat.

I wasn’t annoyed. The opposite, actually. There was something satisfying about watching the three of them navigate a decision together, figuring out how to balance their different preferences into something they could all agree on.

“That one.” Kara stopped abruptly and pointed.

Nicole and Ren both looked.

It was a noble fir, probably eleven feet tall, standing alone in a small clearing. The branches were full and evenly spaced, the needles a deep blue-green. Snow clung to the boughs, making it look like something out of a painting.

“Oh,” Nicole said softly. “That’s beautiful.”

Ren walked closer, circling it the way Kara had circled the smaller tree earlier. “Okay. Yeah. This is the one.”

Kara looked at me. “What do you think?”

I shifted the hatchet on my shoulder. “Looks good to me.”

“Then it’s decided.” Kara smiled, the kind of smile that transformed her whole face.

I walked up to the tree and brushed some of the snow off the lower branches to get a better look at the trunk. It was straight, healthy, no visible damage. The base was about six inches across. Easy enough.

I set the hatchet down and shrugged out of my coat, handing it to Nicole.

“Are you serious?” she said, staring at me. “It’s freezing.”

“I’ll warm up fast enough.”

I picked up the hatchet again and knelt in the snow beside the tree, positioning myself for the first swing.

“Wait,” Ren said, pulling out her phone. “I need to document this.” Ren held up her phone, recording. “Okay, go.”

I lined up the hatchet and brought it down in a clean arc. The blade bit into the wood with a satisfying thunk. I pulled it free and swung again, and again, finding the rhythm. Chips of wood flew out, scattering across the snow.

“Look at those shoulders,” Ren said from behind her phone.

“Ren,” Nicole said, laughing.

“What? I’m appreciating the view.”

“You’re objectifying him.”

“He doesn’t mind. Do you, Lance?”

I didn’t answer, just kept swinging. Thunk. Thunk. Thunk.

The tree started to lean. I adjusted my angle, cutting deeper into the base on the opposite side to control the fall.

“It’s going!” Nicole said.

“Timber!” Ren shouted, way too enthusiastically.

One more swing, and the tree tilted, then toppled slowly into the snow with a soft whump.

The three of them cheered like I’d just won a lumberjack competition.

I stood, brushing wood chips off my jeans, and looked at them. They were all grinning, faces flushed from the cold, snowflakes catching in their hair.

“Nice work,” Kara said.

“Very manly,” Ren added, still filming.

Nicole handed my coat back. “Put this on before you freeze to death.”

I pulled it on, then grabbed the tree by the trunk and started dragging it back toward the truck. It left a wide trail through the snow, branches scraping and bouncing over the uneven ground.

The women walked alongside me, talking and laughing, occasionally reaching out to steady a branch or brush snow off the needles.

By the time we got back to the parking lot, my arms were burning and I was sweating under my coat despite the cold. I heaved the tree into the bed of the truck and secured it with rope, making sure it wouldn’t slide around on the drive back.

“Perfect,” Kara said, inspecting my knots.

I climbed into the driver’s seat. The three of them piled in beside me. I started the engine and pulled out onto the forest road, heading back toward town.


Chapter Thirty-Three




Kara’s house was warm when we walked in. And now, in the corner by the window, was our Christmas tree.

I’d set up the stand earlier in the week, a heavy cast-iron base that Kara had found at an antique shop in Burlington. I maneuvered the tree into position, adjusting it until it stood straight, then tightened the screws to hold it in place.

Nicole was already pulling boxes of ornaments out of the hall closet. Kara had gone to the kitchen. Ren was on her phone, queuing up music.

A moment later, Bing Crosby’s voice filled the house, smooth and nostalgic.

Kara returned with a tray holding four mugs of hot chocolate, the real kind made from scratch with cocoa powder and whole milk. Whipped cream melted slowly on top. She set the tray on the coffee table and handed me a mug.

“Thank you,” I said.

She smiled and sat on the arm of the sofa, cradling her own mug in both hands.

Nicole opened the first box of ornaments and pulled out a string of white lights. “We should start with these.”

Ren set her phone down and came over to help. “How many strings do we have?”

“Four.”

“That should be enough.”

I sipped my hot chocolate and watched them work. Nicole unwound the first string, checking each bulb to make sure it worked. Ren took the other end and started wrapping it around the tree, spiraling upward from the bottom.

Kara pulled out a second box, this one filled with glass ornaments in shades of silver and blue. She lifted one carefully, holding it up to the light. “These were my grandmother’s.”

“They’re beautiful,” Nicole said.

Kara set it back in the box and pulled out another, a delicate blown-glass sphere with a snowflake pattern etched into the surface. “I haven’t put up a tree in years. Brett hated Christmas.”

“Brett’s an idiot,” Ren said without looking up from the lights.

I sat on the sofa, leaning back with my mug resting on my thigh, and just watched. The fire crackled in the fireplace, sending warm light flickering across the room. The tree smelled like fresh pine. The music shifted to Ella Fitzgerald.

Nicole finished with the lights and stepped back to admire their work. The tree glowed softly, white bulbs casting a warm light on the branches.

“Perfect,” she said.

Ren started hanging ornaments. She worked quickly, picking them almost at random and placing them wherever felt right. Nicole was more methodical, spacing hers evenly, making sure the weight was balanced. Kara moved slowly, handling each ornament like she was placing pieces of her history back into her life.

I got up and refilled everyone’s mugs, then brought out the plate of cookies Nicole had made the night before. Chocolate chip, still soft in the middle. I set them on the coffee table and sat back down.

An hour passed, maybe more. The tree filled slowly with ornaments. Glass spheres, wooden stars, a ceramic angel that had belonged to Nicole’s mother, a tiny painted drum that Ren said her son had made in kindergarten. The branches sagged slightly under the weight, but the tree held.

When they ran out of ornaments, Kara pulled out the tree topper. It was a silver star, simple and elegant, with a clip that attached to the highest branch.

“Someone tall needs to do this,” she said, holding it out.

I stood and took it from her. I reached up, balancing on my toes, and clipped the star into place.

All three of them stepped back to look.

The tree stood in the corner, fully lit and decorated, the star catching the firelight and glowing softly.

“It’s perfect,” Nicole said quietly.

Kara nodded. “It really is.”

Ren grabbed her mug and raised it. “To our first Christmas.”

Nicole and Kara lifted theirs. I picked mine up from the coffee table.

“To our first Christmas,” we echoed.

We drank, standing there in front of the tree, the four of us reflected in the darkened window behind it.
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The fire popped. Nat King Cole started singing about chestnuts roasting. Snow fell outside, visible in the yellow glow of the porch light.

I felt warm. Not just from the fire or the hot chocolate. Something deeper, something that settled in my chest and spread outward until it filled every part of me.

Ren set her mug down on the mantel and turned to face us. There was a look on her face I couldn’t quite read. Nervous, or maybe excited.

“So,” she said, “I’ve been thinking.”

Nicole and Kara both turned to look at her.

“I know we said we’d take things slow,” Ren continued. “Let me settle in, figure out how this all works. And I appreciate that. But…”

She trailed off, biting her lower lip.

“But?” Kara prompted.

Ren’s eyes flicked to me, then back to Nicole and Kara. “But I think I’m ready sooner than I thought I’d be.”

Silence.

Nicole set her mug down slowly. “Ready for what?”

Ren’s smile turned wicked. “To have a little fun. As a group.”

The warmth I’d been feeling shifted, suddenly and unmistakably, into something else entirely.

Heat.

Kara’s expression didn’t change, but I saw the way her eyes darkened, the way her posture straightened slightly.

Nicole’s cheeks flushed, and it had nothing to do with the fire.

I stood there, mug still in my hand, feeling my pulse start to climb.

Ren looked at me, her smile widening. “What do you think, Lance?”

I set my mug down on the coffee table, my hand steady despite the way my heart was pounding.

“I think,” I said slowly, “that sounds like a very good idea.”


Chapter Thirty-Four




The shift in the room was instantaneous. The air, already warm from the fire, suddenly felt heavy, charged with a static electricity that made the hair on my arms stand up.

Ren didn’t wait for an answer. She crossed the distance between us, her eyes dark and dilated, and pushed me back onto the leather sofa. I let her, my hands finding her waist as she straddled my lap, the movement fluid and practiced. She kissed me—hard, messy, a collision of teeth and tongue that tasted of chocolate and something sharper, something purely Ren.

“Finally,” she murmured against my mouth.

I gripped her hips, my thumbs digging into the denim of her jeans, grounding myself. But then I looked up.

Kara was standing by the fireplace, watching. Her expression was unreadable, but her chest was rising and falling rapidly. Nicole stood near the tree, the colored lights reflecting in her eyes, her lips parted.

“Don’t just watch,” I said, my voice dropping an octave, rougher than I intended.

That broke the spell.

Nicole moved first. She came to the sofa and kneeled on the rug beside me, her hands tentative as they moved to the buttons of my flannel shirt. I watched her fingers work and the sight of her, so beautiful and soft in the firelight, sent a fresh spike of adrenaline through my veins.

Kara moved with more deliberation. She walked over and stood behind the sofa, her hands sliding over my shoulders, her fingers tangling in my hair. She leaned down, her breath hot against my ear.

“You have your hands full,” she whispered.

I intend to.

“Undress,” I told them. “All of you.”

Ren pulled back, grinning. She shucked her sweater in one motion, then stood to shimmy out of her jeans. She wasn’t wearing a bra. Her body was a landscape of curves and pale skin, vibrant and unapologetic. She was energy made flesh.

Nicole was slower, shyer. She peeled off her layers until she was standing in just her underwear—lace, pale blue, straining against the fullness of her hips and breasts. She looked like a renaissance painting, lush and soft, the kind of woman made to be held.

And Kara. Kara stripped with the urgency of someone who knew exactly what she was worth. When her dress fell to the floor, she stood in black silk lingerie that looked expensive and severe and incredibly erotic. She was long lines and sharp angles, elegant even now.

The sight of the three of them—waiting for me, wanting me—hit me like a physical blow. I felt a surge of possessiveness so intense it was almost painful. This wasn’t just attraction. It was ownership. It was primal.

I stood up, shedding my own clothes, not taking my eyes off them.

“On the rug,” I said. “Now.”

They moved to the thick wool rug in front of the fire. The heat from the hearth was intense, glazing our skin.

I moved to Ren first. She was the spark, the one vibrating with impatience. I pushed her onto her back, her dark curls fanning out against the white wool. She wrapped her legs around my waist instantly, pulling me down.

“Do it,” she begged. “God, Lance, please.”

I kissed her neck, inhaling the scent of her skin, then moved lower. I didn’t enter her yet. I wanted to taste her. I moved between her legs, spreading her thighs wide. She was already soaked, slick and ready. When my tongue touched her, she arched off the floor with a gasp that was half-scream.

I worked her with a relentless rhythm, my hands gripping her thighs, keeping her pinned. She was loud, uninhibited, her hands clutching at the rug, her hips bucking against my face.

“Yes, yes, right there⁠—”

I felt Nicole’s hands on my back, her nails scraping lightly down my spine. I reached back blindly, finding her leg, pulling her closer.

Ren unraveled fast. She tensed, her whole body going rigid, and then she cried out, a long, broken sound as she climaxed against my mouth, shaking violently.

I didn’t stop until she went limp, her chest heaving.

I pushed myself up, my face wet, my blood hammering in my ears. I looked at Kara. She was kneeling beside us, watching intently, her composure fracturing. Her eyes were glazed, her lips swollen from biting them.

I grabbed Kara by the waist and pulled her to me. She came willingly, abandoning her usual control. I kissed her deeply, tasting her hunger, then pushed her onto her back beside Ren.

Kara was different—tighter, more demanding. I used my fingers on her first, sliding two inside her while my thumb circled her clit. She hissed, her head thrown back, her neck a long, elegant arch in the firelight.

“Lance,” she breathed, her voice tight. “Harder.”

I obliged. I leaned over her, taking a nipple into my mouth, biting down gently while my hand increased the pace. She tasted of expensive perfume and arousal. I could feel her walls clamping around my fingers, pulsing.

Nicole was there then, her body pressing against my side. She kissed Kara’s shoulder, her hand moving to cover mine, adding her own rhythm. The sight of Nicole touching Kara—my two distinct worlds colliding in this heat—nearly sent me over the edge.

Kara shattered. She didn’t scream; she gasped, a sharp, shocked sound, her nails digging into my shoulders as she rode out the wave, her body trembling against me.

I pulled back, breathing hard, sweat dripping down my chest.

Two down.

I turned to Nicole.

She was looking at me with wide, dark eyes, her face flushed, her lips parted. She looked thoroughly ravished just from watching, but I knew she needed more. She needed to be filled.

“Nicole,” I said, the name feeling heavy on my tongue.

“Please,” she whispered. “I need you inside me.”

I didn’t wait. I moved over her, settling between her soft, welcoming thighs. She wrapped her legs around me, her heels digging into my lower back. I braced myself on my hands, looking down at her. She was everything—warmth, home, safety, and a deep, abiding heat that I knew I would never get enough of.

I entered her slowly, inch by inch. She was tight, incredibly hot, gripping me so hard I groaned.

“God,” I choked out.

“Yes,” Nicole sighed, her head falling back. “Yes, Lance.”

I began to move. It started slow, a deep, grinding rhythm that was about friction and connection. The firelight played over her skin, turning her gold.

Ren crawled over, pressing herself against my back, her arms wrapping around my chest, her lips pressing against my shoulder. Kara moved to Nicole’s head, stroking her hair, whispering things I couldn’t hear.

We were a tangle of limbs and sweat and heat.

I picked up the pace, the primal need to claim taking over. I drove into Nicole, harder, faster. The sounds she made—soft, mewling cries that grew louder with every thrust—drove me wild.

Mine. The thought hammered in my brain with every stroke. All of them. Mine.

I looked down at Nicole. Her eyes were rolled back, her mouth open in a silent cry. I reached down, my hand finding the sensitive bundle of nerves between her legs, and ground my thumb against her while I thrust.

That was it.

She screamed, her body bowing upward, clamping down on me with terrifying strength. I felt her orgasm ripple through her, milking me, pulling me in deeper.

The sensation snapped the last of my control.

I groaned, a guttural sound torn from my chest, and buried my face in the crook of her neck. I thrust once, twice, three times—hard, deep, burying myself to the hilt—and then I poured into her.

The release was explosive, a white-hot torrent that seemed to drain the very life out of me. I held her, shaking, my heart hammering against my ribs like it was trying to break free.

I pulled out of Nicole slowly, my breath coming in ragged gasps. The air in the room was thick with the scent of sex and woodsmoke. Nicole lay back against the rug, her chest heaving, her skin flushed a deep, satisfied rose in the firelight. She looked wrecked in the best possible way—hair tangled, limbs heavy, eyes half-lidded and tracking me with a look of dazed adoration.

But I wasn’t done.

The adrenaline coursing through me hadn’t ebbed; if anything, the sight of Nicole’s pleasure had only spiked it. I wiped a sheen of sweat from my forehead and turned my head.

Kara was right there.

She was kneeling on the rug, her long legs folded beneath her, watching me with a hunger that stripped away every layer of her usual composure. The black silk lingerie she still wore—a lacy scrap of a thong and a bra she’d unhooked but not removed—clung to her sweat-dampened skin. She looked like a predator waiting for her turn at the kill.

“You’re not finished,” she stated. It wasn’t a question. It was a demand.

“Not even close,” I said.

I sat back on my heels, my blood pumping hard enough to drown out the crackle of the fire. My erection was already surging back to full strength, fueled by the sheer, overwhelming reality of the three of them surrounding me.

Kara didn’t wait for an invitation. She moved with that predatory grace, crawling over the white wool rug until she was right in front of me. She didn’t look like a corporate attorney or a woman concerned with propriety. She looked like a goddess demanding an offering.

She placed her hands on my shoulders, her dark eyes locking onto mine. “I want you to wreck me, Lance.”

“Careful what you wish for.”

She pushed me back until I was reclining against the base of the leather sofa, legs spread. Then she rose up on her knees and straddled my hips.

The view was devastating. Kara was all length and leverage, her body toned from years of discipline. Her stomach was flat, her waist curving in sharply before flaring out into hips that were currently hovering right over my cock. She reached down, wrapping her fingers around me—her grip firm, cool, and possessing none of Nicole’s hesitation.

She guided me to her entrance.

“Look at me,” she ordered softly.

I watched as she lowered herself onto me. She was tight—incredibly, deliciously tight. Unlike Nicole, who had been soft and yielding, Kara was like a vice. She took me inch by agonizing inch, her head falling back, the cords of her neck straining as she stretched to accommodate me.

When she finally seated herself completely, hilt-deep, she let out a long, shuddering breath.

“God,” she hissed. “You’re so big.”

“You seem to be managing,” I gritted out, my hands finding her hips.

Her skin was smoother than Nicole’s, the muscle beneath it taut. I squeezed, my thumbs digging into the flesh.

Kara began to move. She set a rhythm that was entirely different from the frantic, emotional coupling with Nicole. This was precise. It was deliberate. She ground her hips in a circular motion, targeting the friction points with the readiness of someone who knew her own body perfectly. She moved with the confidence of a woman who had spent decades learning exactly what she liked.

I watched her breasts sway with her movement, the nipples hard and dark against the pale skin. I reached up and covered them with my hands, molding the weight of her, teasing the peaks with my thumbs.

Kara groaned, her rhythm faltering for a second before she doubled down, bouncing harder.

“Fuck,” she whispered. “Yes.”

Ren appeared in my peripheral vision. She crawled up beside us, her dark hair a wild curtain around her face. She didn’t ask; she just leaned in and pressed her mouth to Kara’s neck, biting lightly.

Kara arched into the sensation, her eyes rolling back. “Ren…”

“You look so good,” Ren purred. She ran a hand down Kara’s spine, tracing the vertebrae, then reached around to cup Kara’s breast, her fingers interlocking with mine.

The visual—Ren’s paint-stained fingers, my calloused hands, Kara’s pale skin—was almost too much.

“I need more,” Kara gasped, her fingernails digging into my shoulders. “Lance, please. Harder.”

She was trying to maintain control, trying to ride me on her terms, but I could feel her unraveling. I could feel the way her internal muscles were starting to spasm around my cock, milking me with every stroke.

“You want it harder?” I asked.

“Yes.”

“Then get off.”

She blinked, stopping her movement. “What?”

“Turn around,” I commanded. “Hands and knees.”

A shiver went through her. For a split second, the lawyer in her wanted to argue, to maintain the dominant position. Then the woman who wanted to be claimed took over. She climbed off me, her movements shaky, and turned over.

She braced her hands on the rug, arching her back. It was a pose of total submission, presenting herself to me completely. The firelight cast shadows over the curve of her spine, the roundness of her ass.

I moved behind her. I didn’t hesitate. I grabbed her hips, pulling her back against me, and thrust inside in one smooth, powerful motion.

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

I set a punishing pace. I slammed into her, the sound of flesh against flesh echoing in the quiet room. This wasn’t about slow exploration. This was about friction and depth. I reached around and grabbed her hair, pulling her head back until her back arched even further, forcing her to take me deeper than she thought possible.

“Take it,” I growled against her ear. “Take all of it.”

“I am,” she sobbed, the words broken. “I am, Lance.”

She was so incredibly tight, gripping me like a fist. Every thrust felt like I was breaking through a barrier she’d put up years ago. She was fierce and sharp and intimidating to the rest of the world, but right now, right here, she was mine.

Ren moved to Kara’s head, kneeling in front of her. She grabbed Kara’s face, kissing her deeply, swallowing her cries. Kara clung to Ren, her hands gripping Ren’s arms as if she were the only thing keeping her tethered to the earth.

I looked over my shoulder. Nicole was watching from the sofa, her hand between her legs, touching herself as she watched us.

The sight of them—all three of them, lost in this moment we were building together—shattered my restraint.

I let go. I stopped thinking, stopped analyzing. I became nothing but sensation and drive. I pounded into Kara, harder, faster, chasing the release that was building at the base of my spine.

“Lance!” Kara screamed into Ren’s mouth. Her body went rigid, her inner muscles clamping down on me in a series of violent, rhythmic contractions. She was coming, hard, her whole body shaking with the force of it.

I rode out her climax, using the added friction to push myself over the edge.

“Kara,” I roared.

I buried myself to the hilt, gripping her hips so hard I knew I’d leave bruises, and emptied myself into her. The pleasure was blinding, white-hot and absolute, tearing through me and leaving me gasping for air.

I collapsed forward, resting my forehead against Kara’s sweaty back, my chest heaving against hers. She was trembling underneath me, her breathing ragged.

For a long time, the only sound in the room was the four of us trying to remember how to breathe.

Slowly, the world started to filter back in. The pop of the fire. The smell of pine needles and sex. The weight of Kara’s body against mine.

I pulled out slowly and sat back, pulling Kara with me until she was resting back against my chest. She was limp, her usual armor completely stripped away. I wrapped my arms around her, kissing her damp shoulder.

The silence didn’t last. It couldn’t, not with Ren in the room.

While Kara rested against my chest, I felt a hand on my knee. I opened my eyes to find Ren kneeling on the rug in front of us. Her dark curls were a wild halo around her face, her lips swollen from where she’d been kissing Kara, and her eyes were black pools of absolute, unadulterated want.

She didn’t say a word. She didn’t have to. She just looked at me, then at Kara, and then lowered her gaze to the part of me that was already stirring again, defying all logic and biology.

“You’re a machine,” Ren murmured, grinning. “I love it.”

Kara stirred against me, shifting so she could sit up. She kissed my jaw, a lingering, possessive press of her lips, before she slid off my lap. She crawled over to where Nicole lay on the sofa, reclaiming her spot in the audience.

That left me alone with Ren.

She didn’t wait for me to grab her. She moved in, pushing me back until I was seated on the edge of the sofa, my legs spread wide. She stepped between them, her hips swaying, her nudity a vibrant, living thing in the firelight.

“My turn,” she whispered.

She didn’t climb on top of me immediately. Instead, she turned around, facing away from me, and lowered herself onto my lap. But she didn’t sit. She leaned forward, bracing her hands on her knees, and began to grind back against me.

It was a tease, a slow, rolling friction that had me gripping her hips instantly.

“Ren,” I warned, my voice sounding like gravel.

“Shh,” she breathed. “Just watch.”

I looked past her, and the sight hit me harder than the physical sensation.

Nicole and Kara were on the adjacent loveseat, tangled together. Nicole was lying back, her head resting on Kara’s shoulder. Kara’s arm was draped around Nicole, her hand resting casually, possessively, on Nicole’s breast. They were watching us.

Nicole’s face was flushed, her eyes heavy-lidded and dreamy, soaking in the sight of her lover with another woman. Kara was sharper, her gaze analytical and hungry, tracking every movement of Ren’s hips against mine.

The realization that they were mine—that all three of these incredible women were here, with me, for me—poured gasoline on the fire in my blood.

Ren felt my reaction. She laughed, and finally lifted her hips. She reached back, guiding me, and sank down.

It was chaotic and perfect. She was wet, tight, and incredibly hot. As she sheathed me, she let out a moan that vibrated through her entire body and straight into mine.

“There,” she sighed, tipping her head back against my shoulder. “God, you fill me up.”

I wrapped my arms around her waist, pulling her tighter against me. The position was intimate but lazy, a slow-burn connection that let us feel every inch of contact. But Ren wasn’t built for lazy.

She began to move, snapping her hips with a frantic, eager energy. She wasn’t rhythmic like Kara or soft like Nicole. She was erratic, exploring angles, grinding in circles, bouncing hard, then slowing down to a crawl.

I buried my face in the curve of her neck, biting lightly at the sensitive cord of muscle there. She tasted of salt and sweat.

“Look at them,” Ren demanded, breathless. “Lance, look at them.”

I lifted my head.

Kara had leaned down and was whispering something in Nicole’s ear. Nicole smiled, a slow, devastating expression, and reached out. Her hand—the one not clutching Kara’s arm—moved to herself. She began to touch herself, her eyes never leaving me.

The sight of Nicole, my sweet bookseller, pleasuring herself while watching me fuck Ren was almost too much to handle.

“She likes it,” Ren panted, her fingernails digging into my forearms. “She loves seeing you take us.”

“And you?” I said, thrusting upward to meet her descent. “Do you like it?”

“I love it,” she cried out. “I love that you’re ours.”

She shifted her weight, leaning forward until her forehead touched her knees, lifting her ass off my lap. It gave me a view of everything—the way her body stretched and opened to accommodate me, the flush spreading across her back. It also gave me leverage.

I took control. I gripped her hips, my fingers digging into the soft flesh, and began to drive into her from below. The angle hit deep, rubbing against spots that made her gasp and stutter.

“Yes! Like that! Don’t stop!”

The sound of our bodies colliding was wet and loud in the quiet room. The fire popped, a log settling in the grate, but I barely heard it over the rushing of blood in my ears.

I watched Kara watching us. Her dark eyes were locked on the point where Ren and I were joined. Her hand had moved to Nicole’s other breast, teasing the nipple, but her focus was entirely on me. It was a challenge and a tribute all at once.

I am the center of this, I thought. I am the anchor.

Ren pushed herself back up, turning in my lap so she could straddle me face-to-face. Her legs wrapped around my waist, her ankles locking behind my back. She grabbed my face with both hands, forcing me to look at her.

Her eyes were wild, dilated so wide the brown was almost gone.

“Kiss me,” she demanded.

I crushed my mouth to hers. It wasn’t a gentle kiss. It was a devouring. She bit my lip, sucking my tongue into her mouth, consuming me. Her hips never stopped moving, grinding against me with a desperation that told me she was close.

I felt her internal muscles flutter, clamping down on me.

“Lance,” she whimpered against my mouth. “I’m going to—I can’t⁠—”

“Let go,” I told her, breaking the kiss to stare into her eyes.

I drove into her, hard and deep, hitting the cervix.

That did it.

Ren screamed. It was a raw, uninhibited sound that probably woke the neighbors down the road, but I didn’t care. She convulsed in my arms, her back arching, her head thrown back. I felt her orgasm ripple through her, wave after wave of intense, crushing pressure.

Watching her come undone like that pushed me past the point of no return.

I looked over her shoulder one last time. Nicole was panting, her hand moving furiously against herself. Kara’s eyes were blown wide, her lips parted as she watched us finish.

I groaned, the sound tearing from my throat. I held Ren’s hips still, anchoring her against me, and thrust as hard as I could. Once. Twice.

I emptied myself into her with a force that made my vision blur. It felt like I was pouring everything I had into her. It was a complete and total surrender.

Ren collapsed against me, her face buried in the crook of my neck, her breathing coming in ragged sobs. I wrapped my arms around her, holding her close.

For a long time, nobody moved. The only sounds were the crackling fire and the harsh, synchronized breathing of four people who had just left everything on the floor.

Slowly, the tension began to bleed out of the room, replaced by a heavy, languid warmth.

Ren lifted her head. Her hair was a disaster and her lips were swollen. She kissed my chin, then my cheek. “Wow,” she whispered.

“Yeah,” I rasped. “Wow.”

I helped her off my lap. My legs felt like jelly, but I managed to stand. I reached for the blanket draped over the back of the sofa—a thick, knitted thing Nicole had made—and walked over to the loveseat.

Kara and Nicole looked up as I approached. They moved apart, making space in the middle.

I sat down between them, pulling Ren down with me so she was resting against my chest, her legs thrown over mine. Kara leaned her head on my left shoulder. Nicole snuggled into my right side, her hand finding its way to my stomach.

I spread the blanket over the four of us, covering the tangle of limbs and skin.

We sat there in the glow of the Christmas tree, the snow falling silently outside the window. I felt the weight of them against me—Ren’s erratic energy now quiet, Kara’s sharp edges softened, Nicole’s warmth seeping into my bones.

I closed my eyes, listening to the rhythm of their breathing, feeling the steady beat of three hearts alongside my own.

This was my life now. And I wasn’t going anywhere.
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