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Chapter 1

Late morning sunlight filtered through the canopy of early autumn leaves, casting shifting patterns of gold and soft green onto the sidewalk in front of a quaint, two-story brick building in the heart of a small coastal town. The air held the first real chill of the season; a crisp breeze carried a hint of the ocean but also something fresh and invigorating from the changing leaves inland. Ethan drew in a deep breath as he hopped out of his aging pickup truck, a cautious smile on his face. Despite it being a late morning, the streets were abuzz with activity, people bustling about, busy with errands, and an air of excitement that suggested something special was around the corner.
He straightened his jacket, his eyes flicking to the overhead sign: Victoria L. Architecture and Design—a temporary banner she had taped to the window until something more permanent could be made. It was the first day of moving in furniture and supplies to officially launch Victoria’s new business. Next to him, Clare set down a box, then waved to Jess to come help with something inside the office. Jess, dressed in a cozy flannel shirt that perfectly suited the chilly weather, beamed at Ethan.
“Are we ready?” Jess asked, brushing strands of hair from her face. She glanced between Ethan and Victoria, who was already standing inside the glass door, propping it open with her hip.
Clare joined in, biting her lip thoughtfully. “We’re all set, but watch the corners of that drafting table when you bring it in. You don’t want to scrape up the walls.” She teased him gently, though her voice carried genuine concern for the pristine interior they were about to furnish.
Ethan chuckled and lifted one corner of a large steel-legged desk. It was an older piece, something Victoria had snagged at a local consignment sale. “Alright, but I can’t promise a perfect landing. This thing must weigh a hundred pounds.” His breath came out in a visible puff in the cold air.
Clare ducked inside, holding the door wide as Ethan maneuvered the desk. She was tall enough to keep a solid grip on the edge, but she smiled encouragingly as Ethan tried to swivel it around the narrow opening. Thankfully, the space between the doorframe and the hallway was just wide enough to avoid disaster. Still, it required some pivoting—none of which was helped by Jess giving a playful tug on the other side to “help.”
Victoria stood at the center of the room, hands on her hips, scanning the layout. The rented office space had high ceilings, tall windows that let in copious amounts of natural light, and floors polished to a gentle sheen. She wore a simple but stylish sweater, brown hair swept back in a loose ponytail that let her green eyes stand out. Those eyes shone with both excitement and a subtle nervousness.
“How do we want to do this?” Ethan asked, setting the desk down in the far left corner. He paused for a moment, glancing around. “I’m thinking we anchor your main drafting table near the window, so you can see the street. The overhead track lighting is already set up there.”
Victoria nodded, looking appreciative. “That’s exactly what I was thinking. And maybe we can put the client seating area across from that so whenever I have people come in, they can see the displays near the windows.”
Jess handed Ethan a smaller box labeled Art Supplies and hopped from foot to foot, blowing warm breath into her hands. “Glad we have you here, Mr. Architect. You’re used to these floor plans.”
He smirked. “Well, it’s only fair since Victoria’s the real architect on record now, and I’m just her humble assistant… if I decide to be.” He caught Victoria’s eye.
She gave him a half-grin. “So, about that… have you decided anything yet?”
Her question lingered in the air, filling the space with more than the usual tension of new beginnings. This was the matter that Ethan had been mulling over for weeks—ever since Victoria had made her bold proposition: quit his stable job and come in as a co-owner, partner in the new architecture firm. The thought excited him more than he cared to admit, but also terrified him. He wasn’t someone who jumped at big changes; stability was part of his core. Yet, looking at Victoria’s expectant face, and remembering all the times she had pushed him (gently) out of his comfort zone and into new experiences, he couldn’t simply dismiss the idea. It was interesting. Tempting. But it was still too soon to commit.
He shrugged, setting the box down near the desk. “I’m still thinking about it,” he replied, trying to keep his voice steady. “I just don’t want to decide this on a whim. There’s so much risk involved.”
Victoria exhaled slowly, nodding. “I get it. I do. But we’re at that point where I need to know soon. The workload’s going to pick up fast if the leads we have pan out. At the same time, I don’t want to scare you off by pushing you too hard.”
He offered a small, reassuring smile. “I appreciate that.”
Clare, who had busied herself moving a small box of files onto a side table, cleared her throat. “Alright, tension break, everyone! Let’s get the rest of the furniture before the day slips away. It’s nearly noon, and if we don’t hurry, we’ll be late for the harvest festival tonight.”
Jess clapped her hands together, eyes brightening. “Oh right! The festival! I keep forgetting it’s that time of year. Guess that explains all the pumpkins and scarecrows I’ve been seeing pop up around town.”
As if on cue, a friendly voice outside shouted, “Y’all need any help over there?” It was one of the neighbors who was walking his dog. A short conversation ensued, but eventually Ethan waved him off with thanks, explaining they were just about done.
The soft hum of a guitar from someone’s speaker across the street drifted in as Ethan and the girls made a few more trips to the truck. At last, the main pieces were inside: a couple of office chairs, a comfortable loveseat for the waiting area, and half a dozen boxes of stationery. The little front office was slowly coming to life—each item placed, each corner tidied, as Victoria’s dream edged closer to reality.
Jess poked her head out the front door and motioned to the sidewalk. “Hey, guys—look! They’re starting to set up the festival booths on Main Street. There’s a group of volunteers stringing up lights over the lampposts. We should totally swing by after lunch.”
Clare was already taking off her gloves, an eager grin forming on her lips. “Let’s do it. It’s not every day we get to celebrate harvest season in this quaint old town. Plus, they’ve got the best roasted corn station, and you know how that stuff disappears fast.”
Ethan let out a good-natured laugh. “I think we should, absolutely. We’ve been working hard, might as well enjoy ourselves.”
A swirl of cold wind swept a few leaves in through the open door, making Macy, Ethan’s golden retriever, dart in after them with curious excitement. She’d been patiently waiting in the truck for the most part, but now she zig-zagged across the office sniffing everything. Victoria laughed as Macy nearly tripped over a box of files. “Well, I guess Macy approves of the place. You’ll be sure to bring her around sometimes, right?”
Ethan crouched down to pat the dog’s head. “I imagine she’ll become the official mascot.”
At that, Clare cocked an eyebrow. “So, do we have a deal? Are we going to the festival tonight? Because if so, Jess and I are dragging you all onto that haunted hayride.”
Ethan held up his hands defensively. “Alright, but no blame if I jump out of my skin. You know those scare actors love to chase me around for some reason.”
Jess giggled. “They do, but that’s what makes it fun.”
The moment’s levity broke the lingering tension about Ethan’s big decision. Victoria tucked a clipboard under her arm and guided them back outside to lock up. The cold air stung her cheeks, turning them rosy, and she clapped her hands for warmth.
“I’ll see you three soon. I just have to drop by the city clerk’s office to fill some forms, then I’ll head back home to change for the festival,” she said. Her green eyes darted to Ethan. “Don’t think too hard about the co-owner thing. Sometimes you just know when it’s right, and from what I’ve seen so far, you’d be the perfect partner.”
His chest tightened a little, but he forced a smile and gently squeezed her hand. “Thanks. I’ll try not to overthink it.”
With that, the four of them parted ways: Jess and Clare hopped into Ethan’s truck, Macy scrambling to lie across the backseat with her tongue lolling, and Victoria strolled down the sidewalk, calling out a cheerful goodbye. As Ethan drove away, he took one last glance at the modest sign taped to the office window and exhaled, imagining what life could be like if he stepped into that building as a partner, not just a guest. The idea filled him with both a sense of excitement and that familiar dread of letting go of what felt safe.
The breeze picked up, swirling leaves in shades of orange, red, and yellow across the street. Pumpkin decorations and cornstalks stood sentinel at every corner, while local shops already displayed hand-painted signs for pies, spiced cider, and cider doughnuts. It was the beginning of autumn in a small town, a season that always came with the promise of change. And for Ethan, that change was just one step away—if he found the courage to take it.




Chapter 2

Evening descended on Main Street, wrapping the festivities in a cozy, warm glow. The shops along the road had hung strands of twinkling lights across the thoroughfare, creating an arch of gentle luminescence overhead. Autumn leaves, now glowing under the streetlights, crunched beneath footfalls. The air smelled of cinnamon, fried dough, and smoky barbecue from the various stalls that lined the sidewalks. A local band played upbeat tunes near the town square. Laughter echoed in little pockets where friends gathered to share sugary treats or watch the carnival games.
Ethan, Clare, Jess, and Victoria stepped out of the truck, the girls laughing and spinning in the crisp night air. Jess pulled the collar of her jacket up, her eyes dancing over every booth. Clare grinned, rubbing her hands together in excitement. Victoria looked more relaxed than Ethan had seen her in days. She wore a lightweight scarf that matched her eyes, her brown hair cascading freely around her shoulders, and with each gust of wind, she tucked a stray strand behind her ear.
“It’s so pretty!” Jess exclaimed, pointing at a row of carved pumpkins. Each pumpkin glowed with a different face—some silly, some downright terrifying. “They do a better job every year, don’t they?”
Clare linked her arm with Jess’s. “You bet they do. That’s why I insisted we come.”
They meandered through the booths, occasionally stopping to sample spiced popcorn or admire crocheted scarves made by local artisans. Victoria ran her hands over a display of homemade candles, bringing a jar of apple-cinnamon scent up to her nose, inhaling with a content sigh. Ethan watched her with a fondness that made his chest tighten. He still wasn’t completely decided about her offer, but seeing her so passionate and lighthearted made him want to be a part of her world.
Halfway down the block, a group of onlookers cheered and clapped near the pie-eating contest. Locals had lined up at a long table under a striped tent, each competitor with their hands behind their back, their faces already smeared with whipped cream. A jovial man in a straw hat shouted encouragement over a microphone, urging them to gobble faster. Jess practically hopped in place, her eyes bright with excitement.
“Oh my gosh, we have to watch this!” she said, pulling Clare by the arm toward the tent. “I bet half the people up there are going to get a sugar headache. Look at them go!”
Clare giggled, stepping forward. “Let’s see who wins.”
Victoria shrugged happily. “I can’t say no to some local drama.”
Ethan, feeling the chill in the air but also buoyed by the festive spirit, started to follow. Before he could reach the tent, he heard someone call his name. A voice he recognized—pleasant on the surface, but with an undercurrent he’d learned to be wary of. David, the neighbor who lived a few houses down from Ethan, approached from behind a funnel cake stand. He held a paper plate with half-eaten fried dough sprinkled with powdered sugar. He was smiling, but there was a tightness in his eyes.
“Ethan,” David said, giving him a firm pat on the shoulder. “Been a while since I’ve seen you around. How’s everything going?”
Ethan glanced toward the girls, who were now completely absorbed in watching the pie-eating spectacle, and then faced David with a polite nod. “Can’t complain. Busy as ever. Glad to take the night off and enjoy the festival.”
David raised his eyebrows. “I bet. I’ve seen you with… uh… your group. That’s new, huh?” He let out a small, forced laugh. “You’ve certainly been entertaining some interesting company these days.”
It wasn’t the first time Ethan had caught the subtle judgment in David’s tone. At first, he’d let it slide, thinking it was just small-town curiosity about him living with Clare and Jess—and now Victoria was in the mix, too. But given the last few run-ins they’d had, Ethan sensed there was something deeper and more hypocritical lurking behind David’s words.
Ethan stuffed his hands in the pockets of his jacket, letting the swirl of laughter and music around them mask the tension. “They’re my friends,” he said carefully, “and I value their company. Though I guess you could say we’re more than friends. They’ve been living with me since their house burned down.”
David set down his funnel cake, the powdered sugar drifting in a cloud at his feet. “Right, right. I remember hearing about that. Real shame. Still, it’s quite a big step… letting them stay for so long. And I’ve noticed a new face around, too. That one with the brown hair?”
“Victoria,” Ethan clarified. “She’s an architect. A colleague and friend.”
“Oh, a colleague.” David nodded knowingly, eyes flicking in a way that made Ethan’s skin prickle. “I guess it’s nice to be so open-minded.”
Ethan felt heat creeping up his neck, a sign his patience was thinning. “We’re all adults,” he said, keeping his voice level. “Nobody’s hurting anyone.”
David lifted his hands in mock surrender. “Hey, no judgment here, buddy. Just making an observation. I know folks talk, that’s all. I mean, it’s not every day we see one guy living with three… well, beautiful women. Must be something else.”
Ethan held his gaze for a moment, reading the undertones. He decided to steer the conversation off that track. “You’ve been going in early to work a lot lately,” he commented, switching gears abruptly.
David’s confusion registered in the slight tilt of his head. “What do you mean?”
“I see you drive off pretty early nowadays,” Ethan said, maintaining a neutral tone. “Sometimes you turn down the other street instead of going toward the highway like usual.”
The color drained slightly from David’s face, though he tried to keep his composure. “You been watching me, man?”
“Not intentionally,” Ethan said. “I just notice things. I’m an observant person. Work’s usually not in that direction, from what you’ve told me.”
David’s eyes darted around, probably checking if anyone was listening. The festival crowd was busy cheering on the pie-eating contestants, so nobody seemed to care about their hushed conversation. “Look, I’m not sure what you think you saw, but—”
Ethan didn’t let him finish. “I saw enough. If we’re going to toss around moral judgments, then maybe we can both come clean. ‘Cause I’m not the one sneaking down another road at dawn.”
David bristled. “That’s not what it looks like.”
“I hope not,” Ethan said quietly, his eyes flicking to the ring on David’s left hand. “But if it is, you might want to think twice before judging my life. At least I’m not hurting the people I’m with.”
For a moment, David seemed ready to lash out. Tension squeezed between them, and Ethan’s pulse throbbed in his temples. But then David cleared his throat, glanced away, and forced a stiff smile. “Anyway,” David muttered, stepping back, “enjoy the festival.” He scooped up his funnel cake and retreated into the crowd, leaving Ethan standing alone, heart pounding with a cocktail of anger and vindication.
He exhaled slowly, trying to shake off the confrontation. The laughter from the pie-eating contest felt distant and muffled, but gradually, he let the festival’s warmth pull him back in. He heard cheers erupt as someone was declared the champion. The tension in his muscles started to melt away. No point letting David ruin the night.
When Ethan returned to the group, Jess and Clare were both in hysterics, re-enacting the final moments of the pie-eating contest. Victoria greeted him with a concerned look. “You okay? Where’d you go?”
He gave a small, dismissive wave of his hand. “Just ran into David. We… cleared the air on some things.”
Clare narrowed her eyes. “That guy is so fake-nice sometimes. You can feel it oozing from him.”
Ethan shrugged, deciding to change the subject. “What’s next? I see a chili cook-off stand at the corner.”
At the mention of chili, Jess bounced on her toes. “Yes, please! I want to try every single entry. It’s freezing out here, and that might warm me up.”
They ventured deeper into the festival, weaving between booths as the sky darkened and the temperature dipped. The chili contest was lively, with locals offering spicy, mild, and everything in-between. Steam rose from the various crock pots. Clare nearly knocked a spoon out of Jess’s hand when Jess tried an extra-spicy sample and started coughing. Laughter ensued as they searched frantically for water.
Eventually, they ended up at the local haunted house. It was set up in the courtyard of the historical society building, where costumed volunteers had transformed the old architecture into a labyrinth of scares. Groans, shrieks, and spooky organ music filtered out into the street. Ethan felt a tingle of anticipation as they lined up to go through.
Despite the haunted theme, the group made a humorous spectacle of themselves. Jess would shriek at every jump scare, then Clare would burst into laughter at Jess’s over-the-top reaction. Victoria clung to Ethan’s arm, but every time an actor in a ghoulish mask tried to corner them, Ethan would calmly point out how well-made the costume was, which both delighted and frustrated the actors trying to spook them. By the time they emerged, Ethan and Clare were nearly doubled over laughing at Jess’s vow: “Never again… until next year!”
The climax of the evening came with the hay ride around the outskirts of town. They boarded a wooden wagon bedecked with hay bales, pulled by a slow-moving tractor. The driver, a jovial older farmer, guided them down a path that circled darkened cornfields and old barns under a starlit sky. Blankets were passed around to keep warm. The group found a corner of the wagon to settle in, pressed close together for warmth.
As the tractor chugged along, the cold breeze nipped at their faces, turning noses and ears pink. Jess burrowed into Clare’s side, while Victoria reached under the blanket to lace her fingers with Ethan’s. The closeness of the moment swelled in Ethan’s chest, making everything else seem small and unimportant. He pressed a gentle kiss to Victoria’s temple, and she smiled against his shoulder. Jess and Clare leaned in, adding playful kisses to Ethan’s cheek. The wagon passed by old oak trees whose leaves danced in the wind, drifting across the moonlit road.
They each took turns whispering jokes about the cornstalk silhouettes looming in the darkness, half expecting another scare-actor to jump out from behind them. But it was just the hush of autumn farmland, the rumble of the tractor, and their own hushed laughter and murmured conversation. When the ride ended and they hopped off onto the gravel parking area, Ethan felt a calm joy that he rarely experienced. Despite David’s confrontation, despite his own lingering doubts about the future, he was here with the women who had changed his life in so many unexpected ways. There was warmth in the chill, closeness in the open air.
As they left the festival, arms around one another, they promised themselves that next year, they’d do it all over again—only, perhaps by then, Ethan’s decisions would be made, and they’d be moving forward with a future they were all shaping together.




Chapter 3

The front door swung open and the four of them stepped inside, letting the warmth of Ethan’s house wrap around them. Cool night air clung to their jackets, their cheeks still pink from the wind and their hands tucked into pockets or sleeves. The lingering scents of the fall festival clung to them—kettle corn, apple cider, a hint of firewood from one of the booths they'd passed.
Clare kicked her boots off near the door and stretched her arms overhead with a soft groan. “That cider hit harder than I thought.”
“I think the caramel apple I finished after your cider might’ve been a mistake,” Victoria said, pulling her jacket off and hanging it over the bannister. “I don’t regret it, but I’m paying for it.”
Jess snorted as she peeled off her scarf. “You powered through that thing like it insulted your family.”
“Did not,” Victoria muttered. “Maybe a little.”
Ethan shut the door behind them and locked it, then stepped around them to turn the thermostat up a few degrees. “Give it a minute,” he said, glancing back at them. “It’ll be toasty fast.”
The house was already cozy—soft lighting from the hallway lamp spilling across the hardwood floors, Macy thumping her tail lazily against the kitchen doorway at the sound of their return. The faint ocean breeze outside made the windows creak, but inside everything was still. Comfortable. Familiar.
Clare made her way to the couch first, flopping down sideways and patting the space beside her. Jess followed close behind and dropped onto the cushions, stretching out with her legs over Clare’s lap. Victoria claimed the end and curled into the corner, knees tucked up, one hand absently pulling the elastic from her hair.
Ethan grabbed a few blankets from the linen closet, tossing one over Clare and Jess, and the other over Victoria as he sat beside her.
“No cocoa?” Clare teased.
“Could make some,” Ethan said. “Or we could just sit here and warm up the old-fashioned way.”
Jess made a thoughtful sound and reached for the remote. “Fair. Cocoa can wait.”
The TV flicked on, but none of them were really watching. It was background noise, soft and forgettable. What mattered was the comfort of it—the quiet murmur of voices and flickering images while the four of them sank deeper into the couch together, layered in warmth and shared space.
Victoria shifted and leaned against Ethan’s side, her head resting on his shoulder. Her hair still smelled faintly of cedarwood and apple. He slid an arm around her and let his hand rest at her hip, fingers settling in like they’d belonged there all night.
Jess stretched her legs out further and let her toes nudge against Ethan’s thigh under the blanket. Clare reached for his hand and laced their fingers together without looking away from the screen.
For a long moment, nothing changed. They just sat there—breathing the same quiet air, soaking in the comfort of being home together after a long, crisp night out.
Then Clare shifted closer.
It was subtle at first—her thigh pressed against his knee, her fingers brushing up along his arm. Jess sat up slightly, just enough to lean across and kiss his cheek, letting her lips linger. Victoria looked up at him and smiled, then tilted her head to kiss the underside of his jaw.
Ethan didn’t move. He didn’t need to. They were already surrounding him.
The couch was wide, but it suddenly felt small. Limbs overlapped. Clare adjusted the blanket and pulled it higher over their laps. Jess curled up sideways against Ethan’s chest and ran her hand down his stomach, her touch light, aimless. Victoria’s lips skimmed over his throat, her hand sliding under his shirt, skin to skin now.
He turned and kissed her—slow and easy. Her mouth opened under his, warm and familiar. She hummed into the kiss and shifted onto her knees, pressing closer. Jess leaned in next, stealing a kiss from the corner of his mouth, her hand finding his thigh again, fingers creeping higher.
Clare grinned, watching them, then reached up and gently tugged at Ethan’s shirt hem. “Think it’s time to lose this,” she said, and there was no teasing in her voice—just calm certainty.
Ethan raised his arms and let them strip the shirt off. Victoria ran her hands over his chest like she was mapping it out from memory. Jess kissed his collarbone, then lower. Clare moved in from the other side and kissed him full on the mouth, her body straddling his knee as she settled into his lap.
The heat built slowly but steadily. No one rushed. Victoria pulled her sweater off and draped it behind her. Jess tugged her top over her head and dropped it onto the coffee table. Bras came next—tossed aside like no one was even thinking about it.
Under the dim lamplight, their skin looked golden and soft. Jess’s nipples were already hard from the chill, her dark hair spilling over one shoulder as she leaned back in. Victoria’s chest rose and fell with steady breaths, her expression focused and hungry. Clare pressed into Ethan’s side again, her hand sliding down to his waistband.
He was already hard. She felt it instantly and smiled against his cheek.
“Still warm?” he asked quietly.
“Getting there,” Clare murmured.
Hands roamed everywhere. Skin on skin. Clare straddled his thigh again and started grinding against it, her panties already damp. Victoria shifted beside him, one leg crossing over his lap as she kissed down his neck. Jess leaned over the back of the couch and sucked lightly on his ear before dragging her tongue down the side of his throat.
Ethan groaned low in his chest, his arms around all three of them now, letting his hands explore freely—hips, ribs, thighs, breasts. He kissed Clare again as she rocked against him, then reached down and slipped his fingers under her panties, finding her wet and aching.
She gasped softly and bit his lip.
Jess shifted down between his legs and undid his belt, sliding his jeans open with careful hands. His cock sprang free, thick and flushed and already leaking. She wrapped a hand around him, stroking slow as she watched Clare ride his thigh.
“Fuck,” Ethan muttered, head dropping back.
Victoria leaned over and took his mouth again, while her hand replaced Jess’s. Her stroke was firmer, more familiar, and she smiled against his lips when he groaned again.
Clare came first—quiet and tight and sudden. She buried her face in his neck and trembled, her body pressed hard against his as she soaked through her panties. She stayed there for a moment, breathless and shivering, before sliding off and curling against the armrest.
Jess didn’t wait. She straddled Ethan in one smooth motion and lined him up. Her panties were already gone. She sank down on him slowly, letting out a sharp breath as she took every inch.
He filled her completely, and her head fell forward against his shoulder.
“Fuck me,” she whispered.
He did. Hands on her hips, he guided her movements—slow at first, just enough to tease, then deeper, harder. Jess moved with him, riding him with full-body rolls, her breasts brushing his chest, her mouth finding his again. She gasped into each kiss, moaning freely now as her rhythm quickened.
Clare watched with heavy-lidded eyes, one hand between her legs. Victoria knelt beside them, kissing Ethan’s neck, then Jess’s shoulder, then lower. She licked across Jess’s nipple, making her shiver and cry out.
Jess came with a stuttering gasp, her pussy clenching around Ethan’s cock, body shaking as she leaned into him and let it happen. He didn’t stop—he kept thrusting into her until she went limp in his lap, then helped her slide off with care.
Victoria took her place. She climbed into his lap with practiced ease, lining him up and pushing him inside in one slow stroke. She didn’t move right away—just sat there, deep and still, her eyes locked on his.
Then she rolled her hips, slow and deliberate.
He groaned and gripped her ass, helping her ride him deeper. Jess leaned in and kissed Ethan’s jaw. Clare reached across and rubbed Victoria’s clit as she bounced in Ethan’s lap. Victoria moaned, biting her lip, her rhythm falling apart as she got closer.
Ethan came hard—deep inside her, fingers digging into her hips. Victoria followed a moment later, clenching around him as her head dropped to his shoulder.
They stayed like that, tangled and warm, the blankets pulled up again. Their skin was damp, breath still uneven, the couch cushions barely holding them all.
No one moved.
Outside, the wind picked up again, rattling the glass faintly. Inside, they were a pile of limbs and satisfaction, skin brushing skin, arms overlapping, hearts slowing down together.
“I don’t think I can feel my legs,” Jess muttered.
“You don’t need them,” Victoria said, half-asleep already. “We live here now.”
Clare chuckled and nuzzled against Ethan’s chest. “I could nap here forever.”
Ethan wrapped his arms around the three of them, pulling the blankets tighter. “Good,” he said. “We’re not going anywhere.”




Chapter 4

Sunlight cut across the living room floor in bright beams, and the smell of coffee drifted in from the kitchen. Macy panted contentedly by the window, tail swishing, as if waiting for one of her humans to acknowledge the new day. Ethan slowly blinked awake, stirring among the tangle of blankets. His gaze drifted to Jess, who was sprawled half on top of him, her hair cascading over his chest. Beyond her, Clare was curled at the end of the couch, hugging a pillow, while Victoria was nowhere to be seen. The vague memory of them all eventually staggering to their respective corners of the couch or the armchair in a comfortable doze made him smile.
He eased himself upright without disturbing Jess too much, then carefully lifted Clare’s legs off of him, letting her stretch out fully. Jess murmured something incoherent as she rolled over, hugging the warm spot Ethan left behind. He pressed a gentle kiss to her temple and stood, rubbing his eyes.
The smell of coffee grew stronger, and faint clinks of mugs suggested someone was already in the kitchen. He discovered Victoria standing at the counter, wearing one of his old T-shirts over her leggings, her brown hair messily pinned up. She raised an eyebrow at him as she poured coffee into a mug.
“Morning,” she said, a note of amusement in her tone. “Or rather, late morning. We were all wiped out, apparently.”
Ethan ran a hand through his hair. “I feel like I slept a whole day.” He accepted the mug she offered with a grateful nod. “Thanks.”
They sipped coffee in companionable silence for a moment, the hush of the house broken only by the distant sound of cars passing by outside and Macy’s nails clicking on the floor. Eventually, footsteps heralded Jess and Clare’s entrance. Jess yawned widely, flopping onto a seat at the kitchen island, while Clare folded her arms on the counter.
“Mornin’,” Jess mumbled. “What time is it, anyway?”
Victoria glanced at her phone. “Just shy of eleven. We definitely slept in.”
Ethan poured mugs for Jess and Clare, pushing sugar and cream their way. The morning routine felt domestic and familiar, yet there was a simmering excitement under it all, perhaps from the leftover adrenaline of the night before—and from the knowledge that bigger changes were on the horizon.
Clare took a long sip, letting the warmth seep into her. “Mm, I love autumn mornings like this. Cold outside, but warm inside.” She looked at Ethan. “So… some news came in earlier.”
Ethan raised his eyebrows, feeling a small jolt of concern. “Good news or bad news?”
Jess fiddled with her phone, glancing up at him with a half-frown. “The insurance folks called about the house. Well, my house, or the property, anyway.” She drew in a breath. “They said they can only cover half the damages.”
The quiet that followed was thick, broken only by Macy’s tail gently thumping on the floor. Ethan’s heart sank. He knew how much that property meant to both Clare and Jess, how many memories were tied up in it—even if it had been gutted by fire. While the two had been staying with him and trying to sort out the next steps, they were always counting on insurance to help them rebuild.
Ethan set down his coffee, letting out a slow exhale. “That’s tough. What are you going to do?”
Jess shrugged, frustration flickering across her face. “We don’t know. Rebuilding from scratch with only half the insurance payout… it’d leave us in a financial pit. Plus, you know how we want something bigger than it was, but the budget might just not be there.”
Clare drummed her fingers on the countertop, glancing at Ethan. “It’s not just about finances, either. We like living with you… but eventually, we’d still want a place to call our own, right?” Her eyes softened. “Or maybe that place is here. I don’t know.”
Ethan stepped forward, heart beating a little quicker. This was the moment he’d been steeling himself for. “Actually,” he began, carefully choosing his words, “I’ve been thinking about that. What if, instead of you rebuilding with that limited insurance, I buy the property from you?”
The question hung in the air like a suspended note. Jess blinked rapidly as if she hadn’t heard right. Clare turned fully to face him, brow furrowing. Even Victoria, who was busy rummaging in a cabinet for cereal, stopped to stare.
“Buy it?” Jess finally managed.
He nodded, swallowing. “Yes. If I buy it, I can foot the rest of the bill for a new house—one large enough for all of us. We’d design it from the ground up, exactly how we want. You know, more space, bigger rooms, a yard for Macy… everything.”
Clare’s lips parted in surprise, then curved into a slow smile as if she liked the idea but was still in shock. “But… that’s your money. Are you sure you want to invest that much? The property’s not small.”
Ethan’s pulse thudded in his ears. He was stepping far outside his comfort zone. But each time he imagined them all living together permanently, the idea made sense. “I’ve never been more serious,” he said. “It just… it feels right to me. We’ve been together for a while now, and I don’t want us to split up or go back to some weird separate arrangement. Even if you live next door, that’s still not the same as being… you know, under one roof.”
Victoria watched him, green eyes shining. “That’s… wow, Ethan. You’ve been planning this in that quiet head of yours for how long?”
He smiled sheepishly. “A while. I was thinking about it after we realized your insurance was going to be a pain. And if I buy the property, we can build exactly what we want. No cutting corners if the budget allows. Plus, I can rent out my current house to generate extra income that’ll help with the mortgage on the new place. I still have equity here, so it could be a good move.”
Jess and Clare exchanged glances, and then Jess launched herself into Ethan’s arms, nearly spilling her coffee in the process. “Yes! A thousand times yes! That’s such a sweet idea.” She pressed her cheek to his chest. “I love it.”
Clare joined the hug, burying her face in Ethan’s shoulder. “Are we sure, though? I don’t want you to feel obligated. You know we’d stay with you for as long as you want, but this is a huge deal.”
Ethan smoothed a hand over her hair. “I want to do this. I want to live with you—both of you,” he caught Victoria’s eye over their shoulders, “and you too, obviously. But I also get that you might want your own space sometimes. This way, we have a place that’s truly ours… not just mine that you happen to be crashing in.”
Victoria remained by the counter, eyes warm with approval. “I think it’s fantastic. And, from a business standpoint,” she added, a small grin tugging at her lips, “we could help design it ourselves. Make it special.”
Jess pulled back from the embrace, wiping at her eye. “Okay, but only if we get a massive kitchen,” she joked, trying to lighten her sudden emotional reaction.
Clare laughed. “Yes! Big enough that we don’t trip over each other making pancakes.”
Ethan chuckled. “Deal. The largest kitchen in the county, if that’s what you want. And if everything goes through with the purchase, we’ll have a blank slate to create exactly what we need.”
They settled around the counter, sipping coffee and letting the idea take root. Jess’s mind was already racing with decorating ideas, while Clare voiced practical concerns about financing and timelines. Victoria, finishing her cereal, mentioned drafting software and the upcoming tasks for her new business. Through it all, Ethan felt a calm sense of rightness, as though all the puzzle pieces of his life were finally clicking together.
At one point, Clare teased, “So you’re basically going to become a real estate mogul, Mr. Landlord, renting out your old place. Is that your big plan, to own half the block eventually?”
He snorted into his coffee. “No. I only need to own the property that matters.” He looked at Jess and Clare, then Victoria, and realized how much that statement resonated in his heart. “I’ll contact the bank soon,” he said aloud, “and see what we need to make this official. But for now, let’s just enjoy the fact that we have a plan.”
Jess let out a whoop of excitement, earning a bark from Macy in response. Clare joined in, and Victoria gave them an indulgent smirk. The day was off to an exhilarating start, a transformation from the uncertain phone call about insurance to an entirely new horizon.




Chapter 5

Noon sunlight streamed through the windows of Ethan’s home office, illuminating the group huddled around his laptop. The autumn wind swirled outside, occasionally sending a swirl of leaves past the windows, their reds and oranges bright against the pale sky. Inside, the four of them had spread out notepads, printouts, and a half-eaten tray of muffins on the spacious desk.
Ethan tapped a few keys, pulling up a drafting program. “So, here’s the blank lot dimension file for Jess and Clare’s property. We can start playing with ideas.”
Clare nodded, leaning forward eagerly. “We definitely want a big backyard for Macy. She needs space to run.”
Jess, perched on the edge of the desk, kicked her feet. “And a pool! I’ve always wanted a pool. And maybe a hot tub?”
Victoria, who’d been absently doodling on a piece of scrap paper, raised her gaze with a contemplative look. “Pools are expensive, but if we budget it in from the start, it’s doable. The ground around here is fairly sandy, so excavation isn’t as costly as if we were dealing with rock.”
Ethan added a pool shape to the mock-up with a click of his mouse. “We can decide the final design details later, but for now, let’s block in a space for it. And a lounge area around it, maybe some landscaping? That’d look nice.”
Victoria smiled. “A small gazebo would be lovely, too. We could incorporate that as a feature near the pool or on the patio.”
Jess clapped her hands together. “I love the idea. I want it to be a place where we can all hang out, grill some food, maybe have a bonfire in the fall. Sort of like we do here, but with more intention in the design.”
Ethan took a moment to marvel at how quickly life could change. Just a few months ago, the notion of living with three women would have struck him as improbable, if not impossible. And now, here they were, meticulously planning a house that would suit them all perfectly. He tried to keep his excitement grounded in practicality, but whenever Jess squealed in delight or Clare nodded with that determined look, he felt his heart swell.
Clare furrowed her brow, brushing a strand of hair out of her face. “What about the interior layout? I think we should all share a master bedroom. I mean… we sleep together anyway, right?”
Jess and Victoria exchanged a playful grin. Ethan felt a rush of warmth. “That’s true,” he said, clearing his throat. “We could do a single large primary suite that has plenty of closet space. Maybe a second bedroom as a guest room or for when someone wants a bit of quiet. You know, for those times any of us might need a private spot.”
Victoria reached over and adjusted some details on the screen. “Let’s do a large suite. Big closet, maybe a walk-in. And we can add a smaller second bedroom for occasional use.”
Jess nodded. “And a sizable kitchen. We can’t forget the kitchen. I want double ovens, a large island where we can all cook together without bumping elbows.”
Ethan typed notes rapidly, adding each item to the preliminary plan. He zoomed in on an area for the kitchen. “We could do an open-concept living room too. Something that merges with the kitchen so it feels roomy.”
Victoria hummed thoughtfully. “Yes. Let’s do big windows along the back wall to let in natural light. If we situate the house right, we can have sunrise in the kitchen area, and the sunset in the backyard. That might be pretty.”
Clare rubbed her hands in anticipation. “I love it. This is already shaping up to be my dream home.” She glanced around. “Actually, our dream home.”
Jess reached for the plate of muffins, taking another bite of the last blueberry one. “This is going to be so fun. I can’t believe we’re planning a literal new house. I mean, it’s not how I expected things to turn out when my place burned down, but… I guess silver linings, right?”
Her voice trembled slightly on those last words. The house fire had been a traumatic event, but here they were, forging something new from the ashes. Ethan smiled at her reassuringly. “We make the best of what we have.”
They continued brainstorming for nearly an hour, lost in discussions about flooring materials, heating systems, and whether to include a small library nook for Ethan’s reading habit. He was about to show them a lighting fixture idea when he noticed Victoria slip out of the room. At first, he assumed she might just need to grab a glass of water. But after a few minutes, she hadn’t returned.
He rose quietly from his chair, tapping Clare on the shoulder. “I’ll be right back.” Clare nodded absently, caught up in a discussion with Jess about tile patterns.
Ethan walked through the hallway, the soft thud of his footsteps on the hardwood floors echoing. The living room was empty, the couch still sporting the rumpled blankets they’d draped across it earlier. Confused, he checked the front porch—empty as well. Finally, he peered into the backyard through a window. Sure enough, there was Victoria, alone, sitting on a lounge chair under the early evening sky, gazing at the horizon.




Chapter 6

Ethan stepped outside, and a cold breeze immediately nipped at his cheeks. The sun was dipping behind the houses, painting the sky with muted oranges and purples. Fallen leaves skittered across the patio, swirling around Victoria’s feet. She sat with her arms wrapped around herself, lost in thought.
The moment she heard the back door close, she glanced over her shoulder. “Hey,” she said softly, a hint of a smile tugging at her lips. “I needed some air.”
He walked to her side, noticing the slight shiver in her shoulders. Without a word, he went back inside, grabbed a thick blanket from the couch, and returned. Draping it around her, he pulled a corner of it over himself and sat down on the lounge chair, half beside her, half behind her, letting her lean against his chest.
“Thanks,” Victoria murmured, snuggling into the warmth.
Ethan let a hand rest on her arm. “You slipped out so quietly.”
She sighed, her breath visible in the chilled evening air. “Sorry. I wasn’t trying to worry you. My mind was racing, and I didn’t want to disrupt the house planning, so…”
He nodded, pressing his cheek against the top of her head. “Mind sharing what’s going on?”
She took a moment to gather her thoughts, gazing out at the yard. “It’s just… starting this architecture business is a big deal. I know we’ve done projects together, and I’m confident in my own abilities, but the idea that I’ll be running the show… it’s terrifying. And I guess a big part of me is worried that if you don’t come on board, I’ll fail. It’s not just about money,” she added, turning slightly to look at him. “It’s about having a partner who understands this world. You do. I respect your work more than anyone else’s.”
Ethan heard the vulnerability in her voice and gently rubbed her shoulder. “I get it,” he said. “And I’ve been struggling with it too. The idea of leaving a stable job to jump into a startup—it’s not exactly the safe path.”
Victoria nodded, her eyes fixed on a distant point in the fence. “I know. I feel guilty even asking. But then I think back to how, a year ago, I kept encouraging you to step out of your comfort zone, take time off, live a little. If you hadn’t, you might never have met Clare or Jess. You definitely wouldn’t be building a new house for all of you.” She chuckled softly, though tears shone in her eyes. “Your life changed so much because you took those risks.”
A flood of memories washed through Ethan. The quiet, routine-obsessed person he’d been before meeting Clare and Jess. The spontaneous nights, the shared laughter, the ways in which he’d grown since letting these three women into his life. He realized how much more vibrant his days were now, how he’d rediscovered parts of himself that had been dormant.
“You’re right,” he said quietly. “I would have missed out on so much if I hadn’t listened to you. I’ve been thinking… maybe it’s time to do it again, jump into something new.”
She turned to face him more fully, hope flaring in her eyes. “Does that mean…?”
He let out a breath. “I’ll join you. I’ll hand in my resignation and become co-owner with you. It’s scary as hell,” he added with a laugh, “but it also feels right. Especially if we’re building this new house, I want to have the flexibility to design it exactly how we want, without being pulled in a million directions by my current job.”
Victoria let out a trembling exhale, then hugged him fiercely. The blanket slipped, but neither of them cared. She pressed her face against his shoulder, murmuring, “Thank you. You have no idea how much this means.”
Ethan hugged her back, tightening his arms around her. “I think I do. Because it means a lot to me too. I want to be proud of what we create, both the house and your new business… our new business.”
They stayed that way for a while, enveloped in the hush of the backyard as twilight claimed the sky. The chill wind rustled the leaves, carrying a hint of woodsmoke from somewhere nearby. A neighbor’s wind chime offered occasional tinkling. The moment felt both peaceful and alive with possibility, as if the entire world were pausing to witness their decisions.
Finally, Victoria broke the silence. “You realize we’re going to have to put in a crazy amount of hours at first, right? No more easy nine-to-five. It’s going to be messy.”
He let out a soft laugh. “I know. But if it means having more control over what projects we take on, and also having more time with you, with Clare, with Jess—it’s worth the mess.”
She smiled, her eyes misty in the dim light. “You’re going to look back one day and say this was the best choice you ever made.”
He pressed a gentle kiss to her forehead. “I already think it might be.”




Chapter 7

Night had fully descended by the time the chill in the air became biting. The moon rose overhead, partially obscured by drifting clouds, casting silver light across the backyard. The lounge chair creaked softly as Ethan adjusted his position, Victoria still curled into him under the blanket.
He leaned in and kissed her, slow and steady, his lips warm and firm against hers. Victoria responded immediately, pulling him closer with both arms around his neck. Their mouths met with purpose—not rushed, not frantic, just deep and focused, like they had all the time in the world.
They didn’t speak right away. The only sound was the quiet rustle of the blanket beneath them and the distant hush of the ocean, barely audible over the privacy fence. Victoria's fingers threaded into his hair, holding him close, and Ethan let himself sink into the kiss fully. Her lips tasted faintly of the wine they'd shared earlier. She opened her mouth for him, and his tongue slipped against hers, slow and deliberate.
She breathed out through her nose and slid a hand down his back under his shirt, her fingers cool against his bare skin. He pressed more of his weight into her, one hand propping himself up while the other slipped beneath the blanket and settled at her waist. Her skin was warm there, soft and inviting, and the contrast against the chilly autumn air made his pulse kick up.
He broke the kiss just long enough to look at her—really look. Her hair was slightly messy, her lips kissed swollen already, and her eyes stayed locked on his, steady and sure.
“You good?” he asked.
She nodded. “Yeah. You?”
He dipped down and kissed her again, just once. “Definitely.”
She pulled him back on top of her as she laid back fully against the lounge chair, taking the blanket with them. Ethan slid his hand higher under her shirt, brushing over her stomach, then up to her ribs. She arched subtly beneath him in encouragement, so he pushed the hem of her shirt up and over her chest.
No bra. Her nipples were already firm in the night air, the tight buds standing out against the soft curve of her breasts. Ethan sucked in a breath and lowered his mouth to one, licking lightly at first, then drawing it between his lips. Victoria gasped, her fingers tangling in his hair again.
“I love your mouth,” she muttered, voice rough and honest.
He flicked his tongue again in response, then switched to the other side, giving her just as much attention. Her legs shifted under the blanket, one of them hooking around his thigh as her hips tilted up to meet his.
He sat up briefly and pulled his shirt over his head, then helped her out of hers. She shivered a little in the cold, but didn’t complain. He pulled the blanket higher over both of them, then kissed her again, chest to chest, the heat between their bodies building fast.
Victoria’s hands moved with more urgency now, tugging at the waistband of his jeans. He didn’t make her wait. He shifted onto one knee and undid the button, dragging his jeans and boxers down just enough to free himself. His cock was already hard, flushed, and straining toward her. She bit her lip when she saw it, then pushed her own jeans down beneath the blanket, hips lifting to help.
She kicked them off along with her underwear, and that was it. They were skin to skin now, stretched out under a blanket on a backyard lounge chair in the middle of the night.
Ethan reached down between her legs, sliding his fingers along her slit. She was soaked—already hot and ready for him. He watched her face as he stroked her, circling her clit with a slow, practiced rhythm that made her thighs twitch.
“Jesus,” she murmured, mouth falling open. “That’s—yeah. Right there.”
He kept the pace steady, listening to every shift in her breathing. Her hips rolled against his hand, chasing more, and when he slipped two fingers inside her, her head tilted back with a sharp inhale.
“You gonna come like this?” he asked.
“Maybe,” she said, eyes fluttering open again. “But I’d rather have you inside me.”
Ethan didn’t argue. He shifted forward, guiding the head of his cock to her entrance. He pushed in slow, easing himself into her inch by inch. She was tight and hot around him, her body pulling him in greedily.
Victoria’s hands gripped his arms, her nails digging in as she breathed through it. “Fuck. You feel so good.”
He bottomed out and paused there, just letting them breathe together, her wrapped around him, her leg locked behind his back. Then he started to move—long, steady thrusts, not fast, just deep. Every time he slid forward, she gasped a little, her body arching to meet him.
The chair creaked softly under their weight, but it held. The blanket slipped off one side, exposing her thigh to the cold, but she didn’t seem to notice. Her focus stayed locked on him, her hands roaming his back, his shoulders, his chest. When he leaned down to kiss her again, she took it hungrily, teeth grazing his lower lip.
“You always fuck me like this?” she whispered against his mouth.
“Like what?”
“Like you’re trying to stay inside me.”
Ethan let out a quiet laugh, but he didn’t break rhythm. “Maybe I am.”
She clenched around him in response, and he groaned, his hips jerking harder.
He picked up the pace gradually, the thrusts growing more intense, the sound of skin meeting skin louder now under the cover of night. Her breasts bounced slightly with each movement, and he lowered his mouth to one again, sucking it hard while he drove into her.
Victoria’s fingers gripped his hair tight. “Don’t stop.”
He didn’t. He kept going until her legs started to shake, her breathing breaking up into gasps.
“I’m close,” she panted.
Ethan reached down between them and rubbed her clit again, fast and focused, not letting up. That did it. She came with a sharp cry, her whole body locking up around his cock. Her orgasm hit hard—tight and pulsing—and Ethan kept fucking her through it, groaning as her walls squeezed him relentlessly.
He lasted only a few more strokes before he shoved deep and came inside her, grinding his hips against hers as his cock twitched, spilling everything he had. His breath caught in his throat as he let it happen, forehead pressed to hers, their sweat mixing despite the cold.
For a while, they didn’t move. He stayed inside her, his arms braced around her, both of them catching their breath. Victoria’s chest rose and fell beneath him, her skin slick, her face flushed.
Eventually he pulled out slowly, careful not to jostle her too much, and settled beside her on the lounge chair. The blanket was half off, but they were both warm enough now not to care. She curled into his side, one leg draped over his, her head tucked into his shoulder.
They lay there like that, naked in the cool air, surrounded by the quiet sounds of the neighborhood—distant insects, the low hum of a pool heater kicking on, a breeze rustling the trees overhead. The stars were out in full, sharp against the black sky.
After a few minutes, Victoria stirred.
“So,” she said, her voice a little hoarse. “We’re really doing this.”
Ethan turned his head and looked at her. “Yeah. We are.”
She nodded, like she already knew that, then reached down to adjust the blanket around them again. Her hand brushed his cock on the way back up, and she gave it a light squeeze.
“You’re gonna have to fuck me again before we go back inside.”
He smirked. “Yeah?”
“Definitely. Eventually.” She kissed his jaw. “Right now I just want to lie here.”
Some time later, the back door opened, revealing Jess and Clare. They stepped onto the patio, each wrapped in their own blankets, tiptoeing cautiously over the stone pavers. When their eyes landed on Ethan and Victoria, a knowing grin spread across Jess’s face.
Clare nudged Jess. “Looks like they’re keeping each other warm,” she said in a stage whisper.
Victoria, still leaning against Ethan, lifted her head and let out a sheepish laugh. “You caught us,” she teased, though her cheeks burned with the afterglow of the moment.
Jess tucked her blanket tighter around herself. “In this cold, you’re lucky you didn’t freeze to the chair.” But her tone was playful, not scolding. She and Clare exchanged amused looks before stepping closer.
Ethan scooted over so that Clare could squeeze in on one side. Jess settled on the other, sharing the large blanket. All four of them ended up pressed together on the lounge chair, a cozy bundle of limbs, blankets, and contented sighs. The night air nipped at their noses, but the collective body heat felt comforting.
“So,” Clare said, clearing her throat, “we were wondering if you two had made any decisions about this architecture business situation.”
Ethan smiled, sliding an arm around Clare’s waist. “We did. I’m going to quit my job and partner with Victoria.”
Jess squeaked with delight, wrapping her arms around Ethan from behind and planting a kiss on his cheek. “I knew you would!”
Clare beamed, leaning in to kiss him softly as well. “I’m proud of you. It’s a risk, but I think it’ll be worth it.”
Victoria, her eyes shining in the moonlight, let out a content sigh. “Thank you, all of you, for believing in this.”
Silence blanketed them momentarily, broken only by the soft rustle of the wind and the distant hush of ocean waves. Ethan felt his mind drift. Despite the chill, he was warm—surrounded by the people he loved, the people who made his life infinitely richer. He’d come so far from the days of solitary routines, from the quiet man living alone in a big house by the beach with only Macy for company.
He kissed Victoria once more, then turned to pepper Jess’s neck with tiny kisses, drawing a playful squeal. He pressed his forehead against Clare’s. “I love you,” he whispered, voice brimming with affection.
Each of the women echoed the sentiment. The four of them huddled close, their shared warmth and closeness transcending words. For a long time, they stayed like that, the lounge chair filled with the weight of overlapping bodies, the hush of the night, and the steady beating of four entwined hearts.
Eventually, Ethan let himself relax fully, eyes drifting shut. He knew come morning, there would be phone calls to make, letters of resignation to draft, property paperwork to file, and house designs to finalize. A whirlwind of tasks lay ahead. But in that moment, none of it felt stressful. It was an adventure, and he wasn’t stepping into it alone.
He was at peace. He had time—a lifetime of it, if he was lucky—to be with these women who had transformed his world. Autumn had arrived, carrying with it the change of a new season, a new chapter. And Ethan welcomed that change, embracing every uncertainty, every risk, every challenge. Because, in the end, it meant staying close to the ones he loved—and forging a life that was truly, finally his.
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Thanks for reading Carolina Breeze. This series is not typically something I would write, but I loved the concept too much to not share. 
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