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      The key turned with a soft click, and I pushed open the front door to a waft of sawdust and citrus cleaner. Sunlight poured across the polished hardwood, catching the subtle shimmer in the newly laid grain like gold leaf on warm honey. The house looked good, our best work yet, and I knew it. I couldn’t wait to see how Ava reacted.

      I stepped aside and let her in first.

      “Wow,” she murmured, walking in with a grace that didn’t quite match her low-slung jeans and gauzy white tank top. “You’ve outdone yourself, Lena.”

      She always said you, even though she knew I didn’t do the crown molding or subway tile. But I didn’t correct her. Not when the compliment came with a smile like that. Soft, slow, and just a little bit too confident.

      “You haven’t even seen the kitchen yet,” I said, following her in and trying not to stare at the sway of her hips.

      Ava had curves like sin. Full hips, thick thighs, and a soft middle she never seemed to feel the need to hide. Her breasts—generous and barely restrained by the thin bra under that tank—moved just enough to make my mouth dry. She was older than me by maybe six or seven years, newly divorced, and absolutely dripping with the kind of quiet confidence that made men stammer and women second-guess themselves.

      Not that I’d let her see me flustered. She’d already caught me once.

      Ince we reached the kitchen, she paused, gesturing for me to go ahead. I felt her eyes on me as I walked past. I didn’t look back. “It’s open-concept,” I said, walking toward the kitchen like I hadn’t noticed her watching my ass.

      Ava’s heels clicked on the hardwood as she followed me, her gaze sweeping over the space with an appraising gleam. “Hmm. I can definitely picture myself here.”

      I gestured to the massive island we’d installed last week—quartz, waterfall edges, seamless finish. It was all Derek’s handiwork, and it showed. Every detail had his signature: precise, bold, unapologetically solid.

      “You said you liked to cook,” I said, trailing my fingers along the edge like I was testing it for heat.

      What I didn’t say was that Derek had spent two full days installing it, and that I’d spent most of that time pretending not to notice the way his forearms flexed every time he lifted something heavy.

      We’d slept together more than once. Too many times to call it a mistake. Not enough to call it anything else.

      It was always the same pattern—we’d get close during a project, too close, and then pull away once the house was done. Like we didn’t know how to exist in each other’s lives when we weren’t covered in sawdust and adrenaline. Or maybe we were just afraid to admit that the work wasn’t the only thing worth rebuilding.

      Still, whenever I ran my hand over something he’d made—like this island—I felt it. The weight of his focus. The stubborn control in his craftsmanship. The way he liked to take his time and make things right.

      Including me, on more than one late night when no one else was around.

      “I do,” she said, dragging her fingers slowly across the counter. “But this is almost too pretty to use.”

      Her nails tapped lightly against the surface. “I might just sit on it and let someone else do the work.”

      I swallowed. “That’s one way to enjoy the kitchen.”

      She turned, leaning back against the island like she belonged to it. “Would you cook for me?”

      There it was. That teasing edge. That line she always toed but never crossed.

      I smiled, tilting my head. “If you buy the place, I’ll throw in a private dinner. Candlelight. Appetizers.”

      She bit her bottom lip. “How about dessert first?”

      God. She was relentless. I’d never been with a woman before, but Ava made me reconsider my own straightness.

      Before I could answer, the back door creaked open, and Derek’s boots thudded across the tile in the mudroom. “Everything holding up in here?” he called, wiping his hands on a rag.

      Ava’s smile didn’t falter, but she straightened, stepping toward the living room. “Just admiring your craftsmanship.”

      Derek appeared in the doorway, shirt slightly damp with sweat, tool belt hanging low on his hips. Tall, broad, and built like every single fantasy I’d ever had in college about fucking someone against a wall. His dark hair was tousled, his jaw shadowed with stubble, and the sleeves of his shirt were rolled up just enough to showcase his forearms—veined and dusted with fine sawdust.

      He flashed Ava a grin. “Always good to hear.”

      She turned away like she wasn’t looking, but I saw the way her eyes lingered as she passed him. I couldn’t blame her.

      Derek caught my eye and raised a brow. I didn’t say a word.

      “I’ll be upstairs,” he said, gesturing toward the hallway. “Still need to check that vent in the guest room.”

      He disappeared up the stairs, and the house fell quiet again.

      Ava strolled back in, pausing by the front windows. “It gets such nice light in the afternoon.”

      I joined her, careful to keep a step of distance between us even though my skin buzzed with awareness. I could smell her perfume now. Warm, floral, just a touch musky.

      “You’ve come to see this place three times,” I said. “You sure you’re not just flirting with the idea of moving?”

      She turned toward me, arching a brow. “Can’t I do both?”

      There was a pause. Not awkward. Not empty. It stretched between us like something familiar and foreign all at once. Ava’s gaze dropped to my mouth, then back to my eyes.

      “I like to take my time with big decisions,” she said. “Feel them out. Get a sense for the… energy.”

      I exhaled slowly, trying not to let my voice give anything away. “And how’s the energy feel today?”

      She smiled again, slower this time. “Promising.”

      And then she looked around, eyes sweeping the house like it was something she already owned.

      “Do you mind if I walk through again?” she asked. “Alone. Just for a minute or two.”

      I hesitated, but nodded. “Of course.”

      I stayed behind, leaning against the island, listening to her footsteps trail off down the hallway as the late sunlight danced across the floor like it knew something I didn’t.

      But deep down, I had a feeling I was about to find out.

      Ava took her time on the second walk-through, moving like the house was already hers. Her fingers skimmed walls, brushed door frames, drifted along freshly painted windowsills like she was testing their readiness to hold her weight. She didn’t just look—she touched. Everything.

      Upstairs, I could hear the soft thud of Derek’s boots as he moved around, adjusting something in the guest room. He’d vanished a few minutes earlier with his toolbelt slung over one shoulder and a grin that didn’t need translation. He knew Ava was stirring something in the air down here. I could almost hear him smirking.

      “Is this a queen or a king?” she asked, pausing in the first-floor main bedroom.

      “King,” I said. “To show scale.”

      She looked over her shoulder at me. “And if someone wanted to use it?”

      I smiled tightly, heat rising in my cheeks. “Only certain offers come with perks like that.”

      The bedroom was sunlit and soft, bathed in late-afternoon warmth. White linen sheets stretched over the bed we’d staged, a throw blanket draped at an artful angle. Ava ran her fingers down the post, tapping it with a thoughtful little rhythm.

      “I like how open it feels in here,” she said. “Big windows. Room to breathe. And that en suite—”

      She wandered into the bathroom and flicked on the lights, which glowed warm over the vanity. She caught my reflection in the mirror and smiled.

      “You chose this tile, didn’t you?” she asked.

      I nodded. “Stacked pattern. Matte finish. It’s clean, timeless.”

      Her smile widened. “It’s sexy. Clean is good, but sexy is better.”

      I looked away, pretending to adjust the folded towels near the tub. My hands were steady, but my insides weren’t. Ava had a way of making compliments sound like foreplay.

      “You ever think about living in one of your own flips?” she asked, still watching me in the mirror.

      “Sometimes,” I said, keeping my tone casual. “But it’s hard to see them as homes when you’ve stripped them down to the studs.”

      “That’s what makes it exciting,” she said. “All that potential. Bare bones waiting for someone to make them beautiful again.”

      I swallowed hard. There was something in her voice—teasing, yes, but also intimate. Like we weren’t talking about houses anymore.

      I heard the faint creak of floorboards overhead—Derek, still moving around in the guest room.

      “Mind if I take another pass?” she asked, already walking away. “Some spaces feel different the second time around.”

      I opened my mouth to offer to wait outside, but the words got tangled up somewhere between my throat and my gut.

      Instead, I nodded. “Take your time.”

      She disappeared down the hall, her steps slow and silent on the new floors. I didn’t leave. I couldn’t.

      Instead, I followed quietly, keeping enough distance to pretend I wasn’t trailing her, but close enough to catch the way her hands moved along the walls. How she paused at every threshold, like she was deciding which version of herself she’d be in each room.

      She paused in the dining area, then again at another doorway. Slowly, she moved toward the hallway that led to the office. Her fingers lingered on the doorframe. She didn’t turn around. Didn’t speak.

      She didn’t need to. The way she moved was enough.

      Derek’s footsteps echoed upstairs, solid and familiar. The house settled around us, warm and silent. Outside, a breeze stirred through the open window, rustling a curtain just enough to make it feel like the house was breathing.

      I leaned against the wall just out of her line of sight, my pulse ticking higher than I wanted to admit.

      I wasn’t just watching her.

      I was studying her.

      The way her back curved as she leaned forward to peer into the office. The rise of her breasts with each breath beneath that thin white tank. The barest hint of lace visible beneath the fabric when she moved just right.

      I didn’t think she was actually trying to seduce anyone. But I wasn’t so sure she wasn’t succeeding anyway.

      Ava turned her head slightly, not enough to catch me watching, but enough to let me know she knew I was there.

      And then she kept walking.

      Not faster.

      Slower.

      Goddamn her.

      Upstairs, Derek coughed, and the creak of a vent panel echoed faintly through the ceiling. It brought me back to reality, but only barely.

      Ava’s silhouette paused at the far end of the hallway, backlit in golden light.

      She turned slightly. Enough to cast a glance in my direction.

      And then she stepped back into the kitchen—alone—leaving heat in her wake like a trail of breadcrumbs I wasn’t sure I should follow.

      But I already knew I would.
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        * * *

      

      Ava had one hand drifting lazily across the cool quartz countertop. The late sun had shifted, casting the room in gold. It looked like a dream. Like a home already lived in.

      She moved slowly, fingers following the edge of the island like she was reading Braille. Every touch was thoughtful. Intimate.

      I stopped at the threshold, leaning lightly against the frame, but I didn’t say anything. I just watched her. She knew I was there. She didn’t rush.

      She looked… content. Comfortable. Like the space welcomed her. Like it wanted her here. Like I did.

      Her hand paused near the corner of the island. She turned to face me. “You really do have good taste,” she said.

      Her voice was low, warm with meaning. Not just about the kitchen. Not just about the finishes or tile or faucets we’d carefully chosen over sample boards and emails. She wasn’t complimenting the house.

      She was complimenting me.

      “Thanks,” I said, clearing my throat. “It’s all about knowing what people want.”

      That was the line I usually gave potential buyers. Safe. Vague. A little smug, maybe. But Ava didn’t smile or look away like most clients did. She stepped closer, her eyes steady on mine.

      “And knowing how to give it to them,” she said, her tone softer now, almost coaxing.

      She let the words hang there.

      There was a shift in the air. Like static before a storm. The way her gaze held mine sent a slow ripple of heat down my spine. My skin prickled under my blouse. My hands itched with the need to do something—adjust my jacket, cross my arms, retreat.

      But I didn’t move.

      Ava took a step toward me. Then another.

      She was close enough that I could see the faint texture of her lip gloss, the way her dark lashes curled, the tiny freckle on the left side of her collarbone. Close enough that I could smell her. Clean skin. Rose Petals. And danger.

      “I’ve seen the way you look at me,” she said, voice barely above a whisper. “When you think I’m not watching.”

      I opened my mouth to deny it. Or maybe to deflect. But nothing came out. My throat had gone tight, breath caught somewhere between instinct and surrender.

      Ava’s eyes searched my face like she was waiting for the fight. But I didn’t give it.

      She stepped closer still. One slow, sure shift of her hips until we were separated by maybe six inches of heated space. My back tensed against the doorframe.

      “Tell me I’m wrong,” she said, soft and low.

      I couldn’t. My whole body betrayed me. I was too warm, too aware of her, too still. I didn’t back away, and we both knew that meant more than words ever could.

      Her fingers lifted slowly, like she was reaching for something delicate. They hovered just near the curve of my jaw. Not touching. Just there. I felt the promise of her fingertips more than I would have felt contact. A phantom heat that curled around my skin and coiled in my belly.

      “I hope I’m not making you uncomfortable,” she said, but her smirk told a different story. She knew I was uncomfortable, but only because of how much I wanted her.

      “You’re not,” I whispered. It came out hoarse, too honest.

      That earned me the smallest smile. Barely there, but it made something twist low in my stomach.

      Upstairs, a faint creak of wood reminded me Derek was still moving around. Still within reach. Still completely unaware of what was unfolding right here in the kitchen he’d built.

      Or maybe not unaware at all.

      Ava didn’t look toward the ceiling. Her eyes stayed on me, locked and loaded, steady and unrelenting. She didn’t move any closer. Didn’t close the distance.

      She was waiting. Teasing.

      My hands were trembling. I told myself it was adrenaline. That this didn’t have to mean anything. That she was just playing and I could stop it whenever I wanted.

      But I didn’t want to.

      I stayed there, pulse hammering, lips slightly parted, and let her inch close enough that the fabric of her top brushed mine when she exhaled.

      She tilted her head slightly, as if to ask now?

      Ava stood close enough that I could feel her breath when she spoke again. “I’ve seen the way he looks at you,” she said.

      My stomach tightened. My heart thudded once, hard. I didn’t answer.

      “Derek,” she clarified, though she didn’t need to. “It’s not just sex. Not with him. Not for you.”

      I let out a quiet breath, unsure if it was agreement or denial.

      “You have something together,” she added, “but it’s like you’re both afraid to see where it leads.”

      I wanted to tell her she didn’t know what she was talking about. That she didn’t know him, or me, or the tangled, inconvenient thing that had wrapped itself around us project after project, bed after bed. But she wasn’t wrong.

      And worse, I wanted her to keep going.

      “I’ve seen how he looks at me too,” she continued. “I think he’s interested. I think you both are.”

      My chest rose with a sharp inhale. She tilted her head slightly, watching the way my body betrayed me.

      “You look at me like you’re trying not to. Like your gaze might burn too hot if you let it settle.”

      “Ava—” I meant it as a warning. A breath of protest. But it came out shaky. Weak.

      She didn’t stop.

      “I’m not trying to get between you,” she said. “But you two have been circling each other like you’re the only ones who exist. You’ve got all this fire—so much you don’t know where to put it.”

      Her eyes softened. “You could put it on me.”

      My knees nearly buckled. She wasn’t teasing anymore.

      “You don’t even know what I want,” I said, though my voice lacked conviction.

      Ava’s voice softened, but she didn’t back down.

      “You and Derek have something real. That’s obvious. But you never let yourself fall into it.”

      She paused, her eyes searching mine.

      “You won’t let yourself be seen—not all the way. Not even by him.”

      I swallowed hard.

      “You hold it all together, Lena. You’re the one who stays polished. In control. Who sells the dream, stages the rooms, keeps the lines clean. But what if someone saw the rest of you?”

      She stepped closer. Her voice dropped to a near whisper.

      “What if someone touched you like you didn’t have to keep it together? What if you could let go—and not feel like you had to apologize for it?”

      I was trembling now.

      Ava lifted her hand again, and this time, she didn’t stop. Her fingertips skimmed the inside of my wrist. It was light but enough to make my breath hitch.

      Her fingers trailed slowly upward, grazing the soft skin of my forearm, then higher, over my elbow, toward the curve of my shoulder. She touched me like I was something delicate, like unwrapping a gift she wanted to savor.

      My body ached for more, even as I stayed frozen in place.

      Then, finally, she leaned in. Her lips hovered just above my jaw, brushing warm air across my cheek.

      “You smell like cedar,” she whispered. “And something sweet underneath. Is that you or the house?”

      I swallowed. I didn’t know. Perhaps I had become one with the houses I sold. Perhaps it was the lingering scent of Derek on my skin.

      A small, satisfied hum escaped her.

      She pressed her lips to the side of my neck, just below my ear. Soft. Exploratory. My breath caught, but I didn’t pull away. I couldn’t.

      The kiss deepened—slow, sure, open-mouthed against my skin. Her hand moved to my waist, splayed fingers anchoring me gently in place.

      My hands, which had been hanging useless at my sides, lifted with a will of their own. I touched her hips first, testing the boundary, then slid upward, fingers brushing the curve beneath her breasts, the soft line of her ribs.

      She felt incredible. Warm and soft and solid, all at once.

      When she pulled back, her eyes were darker than before. Her eyes said everything she didn’t.

      I turned my head slightly and looked up the staircase, heart pounding. Still quiet. Still no sign of Derek.

      But I knew he was there. Somewhere above us. Just a floor away.

      My gaze flicked back to her, and she must’ve seen the decision in my face.

      She smiled. Not smug, but open. Like she’d just been given a gift she hadn’t expected.

      And then she kissed me.

      Not a peck. Not a brush. A full, deliberate kiss that stole the breath from my lungs. Her lips were soft but confident, her mouth moving against mine like she already knew the rhythm we shared. Like this wasn’t the first time—it was just the first time we weren’t pretending not to want it.

      I moaned into her without meaning to, and she caught it like a secret between us.

      I didn’t think about what would come next. I just kissed her back.

      My mouth opened to hers, reluctant at first, then deeper. Her kiss tasted like heat and desire and something just shy of forbidden. My fingers tightened at her hips, gripping the waistband of her jeans, and her body answered like it had been waiting for me to take that exact risk.

      I wasn’t thinking anymore. Not about what it meant. Not about Derek upstairs. Not about the carefully staged house around us, or the line I was supposed to keep between client and professional.

      All I could think about was the way she kissed me, like she wanted to taste every hesitation I had.

      Her hands slid up my sides, slow and searching, fingers grazing the skin beneath the hem of my blouse. She didn’t rush, and that made it worse in the best way. My skin buzzed where she touched me. When her palm grazed the side of my breast, just barely, my breath hitched into her mouth.

      Ava pulled back slightly, just enough to look at me. Her eyes were dark now, hazy with heat, lips kissed pink. “You good?” she whispered.

      I nodded, too breathless to answer. She smiled and kissed me again, harder this time, and I felt something unlock deep inside me. A thread that snapped. A dam breaking open.

      I pushed into her, and she let me. Her back bumped against the edge of the island as I kissed her again, hands moving on instinct. Over the curve of her ass. Up her waist. Fingers slipping beneath her top until I found bare skin.

      I didn’t know what I was doing. I only knew I didn’t want to stop.

      Upstairs, a faint floorboard creaked.

      We froze.

      My heart slammed once. Loud, hard, immediate.

      Derek.

      I glanced toward the staircase. The house was still. No footsteps. No voices. Just the hush of air between us and the throb of blood in my ears.

      Ava’s gaze didn’t leave mine. She didn’t look guilty. She didn’t even look surprised.

      She looked… intrigued. “You want him to see?” she asked, her voice a low murmur that didn’t carry.

      I shook my head, but I didn’t let go of her.

      She traced her thumb along the edge of my jaw. “You sure?”

      I wasn’t. Not at all. But I didn’t say anything.

      There was movement at the top of the stairs. Just a shadow, a flicker. Then Derek’s frame appeared, broad and silent in the open space between the railing and the hallway.

      He paused when he saw us.

      And I swear—for one terrible, electrified second—I forgot how to breathe.

      He didn’t speak. Didn’t call down. Didn’t move.

      His eyes met mine first. And he stayed.

      Ava turned slightly, her arm slipping around my waist as she looked up at him too. Her expression was unreadable. Cool. Open. Steady. She wasn’t ashamed. She wasn’t afraid.

      She was inviting him in without saying a word.

      My skin went hot all over. I should’ve stepped back. I should’ve pulled away, smoothed my blouse, apologized, laughed it off.

      Instead, I reached for Ava again.

      Not to prove anything. Not to perform. But because I wanted her. And because I wanted him to know that.

      My hand slid up her side as I kissed her again, deeper this time. Her lips parted for me, welcoming. Her body melted into mine like we’d done this a dozen times already.

      When I opened my eyes, Derek was still there. Watching.

      His hands were braced on the railing, knuckles white. His jaw was tense, but his gaze burned.

      Ava smiled against my mouth, then turned her head to him.

      “You coming down?” she asked softly. “Or do we have to make you jealous first?”

      My head whipped toward her, startled—but she just smiled, slow and sure, like this had always been part of the plan.

      Derek’s voice was rough when it finally came. “I’m not jealous,” he said.

      Then he came down the stairs.

      Slowly. Like he was choosing every step. Like he wasn’t sure if this was real or a dream he hadn’t woken from yet.

      When he reached the bottom, he stopped a few feet from us. His eyes flicked from my flushed face to Ava’s curved smile, then back to me.

      “I’m not sure what the hell’s happening.”

      Ava tilted her head. “That depends.”

      “On what?”

      “On whether you want to be part of it.”

      The air in the room shifted when Derek stepped closer.

      His boots were quiet against the hardwood, but I felt the gravity of him all the same—broad shoulders, work-rough hands, and that barely leashed tension in the way he moved. Like he was still deciding what this was. What we were.

      He didn’t touch me right away. His eyes flicked to Ava, then back to me, his jaw tight, like he was still catching up to what he’d walked into.

      “You sure?” he asked again, voice low.

      I nodded.

      He stepped behind me, heat radiating off his chest, his presence familiar and magnetic in a way that never stopped affecting me. I felt the brush of his breath against my neck before I felt his hands—large, warm, calloused—settle gently at my waist.

      My body arched, just slightly. Ava watched me melt into his touch with a smile that said she’d known I would.

      Her fingers found the buttons at the front of my blouse, and this time, I didn’t stop her.

      She worked them open one at a time, slow and careful. Each brush of her fingers against my skin sent a flicker of heat spiraling lower. Derek’s hands moved up my ribs, steadying me, his thumbs grazing just beneath the edge of my bra.

      I sucked in a breath.

      “Relax,” Ava murmured, her lips ghosting against mine. “Let go. Let us take care of you.”

      My blouse slid from my shoulders and pooled on the floor. I stood there, bare from the waist up, and I didn’t cover myself. Ava’s eyes swept over me, but there was nothing clinical or comparative in the way she looked. Only hunger. Curiosity. A slow-burning appreciation that made me feel stripped bare in a way I’d never let myself be. Not even with Derek.

      I felt his mouth press to the side of my neck, soft and open, a kiss so familiar it made my knees weaken. Ava was right. I did always hold something back with him. Even when we were in bed, there was always a wall. Some internal switch I never let flip.

      But now, with both of them here, with their attention cocooned around me like heat, there was no room to pretend. No reason to.

      I tilted my head to give him better access, and he rewarded me with another kiss, deeper this time, teeth scraping just enough to make me gasp.

      Ava leaned in and kissed my collarbone, then lower, brushing her lips along the top of my breast, just above the lace of my bra.

      She reached behind me and unhooked the clasp. The bra fell away, and both of them exhaled like they’d been holding their breath this whole time.

      Ava’s hands cupped my breasts first, soft but sure, her thumbs brushing over my nipples with gentle strokes that made me whimper. Derek’s hands stayed low, grounded, holding my hips with a quiet possessiveness that made my entire body hum.

      Ava’s mouth found one nipple while her hand teased the other, and I arched into her, unable to stop the low sound that escaped me. Derek’s grip tightened, and I could feel him hard behind me, pressed just enough to remind me he was there, but not demanding more than I was ready to give.

      The ache between my legs was sharp now, insistent. My skin felt too tight, too hot, like I’d been dipped in want and left there to burn.

      Ava pulled back slightly, her lips slick, her eyes hooded. “You’re so fucking responsive,” she murmured. “It’s beautiful.”

      I didn’t know what to say. I was too far gone for words.

      Derek stepped around me slowly, his hand brushing down my arm as he moved to stand beside Ava. His eyes raked over me. Slow and a little stunned.

      “She’s right. You’re beautiful,” he said simply.

      And he meant it. Not like he was trying to flatter me. Like he was seeing me—all of me—for the first time.

      Ava reached for his hand and guided it to my breast. Their fingers overlapped, touching me together, the contrast between their hands—his rough and wide, hers soft and teasing—almost too much to process.

      I let out a shuddering breath as they took their time, learning the rhythm of each other through me.

      I’d never felt so exposed. Or so completely worshipped.

      And I didn’t want it to stop.

      Ava leaned back against the kitchen island, her chest rising and falling in slow, measured breaths. Her lips were parted, eyes heavy, flushed in the way that only someone fully in control can be. And yet, for the first time since she walked into this house, she didn’t seem like she had a plan.

      She looked… open. Unraveled. Waiting.

      I stepped toward her, my blouse long gone, my skin buzzing with every trace of her mouth, every glance from Derek. I could still feel his hands on my waist, his breath at my neck. But this—this was something different.

      I reached for the hem of her tank top, and she raised her arms without a word.

      It slid over her head in one clean motion, revealing a simple black bra, thin straps cutting across sun-kissed skin. Her breasts were full, heavy, framed in lace. My fingers hovered just above the edge of the fabric, and when she gave a slight nod, I took it off with care, letting it fall between us.

      Her nipples were already tight, flushed with color. She was stunning. Bold and soft, the kind of beautiful that didn’t ask for attention but got it anyway.

      Derek stood close behind me, his chest warm against my back again, his hands resting lightly at my hips as I moved in on her. It felt like I had his permission. Like we were in this together.

      I bent slightly and took one of Ava’s nipples into my mouth, sucking gently. She inhaled sharply, her fingers threading into my hair with a gasp.

      God, she tasted like rain and roses. I could’ve stayed there forever.

      She arched into me, and I felt Derek shift behind us, one hand brushing down my side, the other gliding to Ava’s thigh.

      She moaned at the contact. Low and guttural. My mouth moved to the other breast, and I gave it the same attention, flicking my tongue before gently grazing her with my teeth. Her hips rolled against the island, like she was chasing pressure, friction, anything.

      Derek crouched beside her, his hands moving to the waistband of her jeans. He unbuttoned her jeans, fingers moving with a slow deliberateness I recognized all too well. He wasn’t rushing. He was savoring.

      The denim slid down her legs, inch by inch, until she stepped out of them barefoot, standing in just a pair of black panties. Lace, low-cut, soaked at the center.

      She didn’t shy away from us. She didn’t cover herself. She stood there, legs parted slightly, letting us take her in.

      I dropped to my knees in front of her.

      She gasped, and I looked up to meet her eyes. I smiled.

      The panties were warm when I kissed over them. Soft and wet with her need. I dragged my tongue slowly over the fabric, tasting her through it, feeling the heat of her pulse just beneath. She gripped the edge of the island, her knuckles white, her breath ragged.

      Derek moved beside me, kneeling too, his shoulder brushing mine. Together, we slid her panties down, revealing the flushed, glistening pink of her pussy.

      She let out a shaking breath as I leaned in and licked her—slow and deep, flat-tongued from bottom to top.

      She cried out, and I felt Derek’s hand on my lower back, grounding me.

      His other hand spread her wider as I flicked my tongue across her clit, then sucked gently. She was dripping now, every part of her begging to be touched, claimed, devoured.

      Derek leaned in, kissing the inside of her thigh, then lower, his mouth joining mine between her legs. Our tongues met briefly—slick and eager—before he moved lower and I returned to her clit.

      Ava nearly collapsed.

      Her body trembled, and her cries echoed through the kitchen like music, like desperation. She gripped our hair, not guiding us, just feeling. Out of control in the most beautiful way.

      “Don’t stop,” she gasped. “Don’t you fucking stop.”

      We didn’t.

      Derek licked her while I circled her clit, then we switched—him teasing while I delved inside her with my tongue, tasting the sweetest, rawest part of her.

      Ava came with a cry that sounded like a plea, her legs trembling, hips grinding into our faces as if she couldn’t get close enough. Her whole body shuddered, then again, wave after wave, until she was sinking down between us, breathless and boneless.

      We caught her together—me cradling her shoulders, Derek lifting her hips. We eased her down onto the plush rug just past the island in the dining area, her hair spread like a halo, chest rising and falling in heavy gasps.

      When her eyes finally opened, she looked at both of us and smiled.

      Ava was still catching her breath when I stretched out beside her, the soft rug warm beneath my back, her body flushed and beautiful in the fading light. Her skin was slick with sweat, her chest rising and falling in unsteady rhythm, lips still parted like she hadn’t quite made it all the way back to earth.

      Derek hovered nearby, kneeling with one knee pressed to the rug, eyes drinking her in like she was something holy.

      For a moment, none of us spoke.

      Ava turned her head and looked at me, dazed but smiling. She reached for my hand and laced our fingers together, and something in my chest cracked open. It wasn’t just about the sex. Not anymore. Something else had slipped in—something messier, riskier, real.

      Then she turned her gaze to Derek.

      "You just gonna watch?" she asked, voice low and teasing.

      He smiled, the tension in his jaw finally easing. “Didn’t want to interrupt.”

      “Interrupt,” she echoed, pulling him in with her tone alone. “I think we’re past that.”

      He reached for her slowly, sliding his hand along the outside of her thigh, then up her stomach. She didn’t flinch or squirm. She just watched him—watched me, too—like she was taking in every angle of being wanted.

      I eased behind her, legs parted, and she leaned back against me, her head resting just beneath my breast. I smoothed her damp hair from her cheek and kissed the top of her head without thinking.

      Derek leaned over her, kissing her softly. First on the shoulder, then the swell of her breast. His hand found her between her legs again, fingers moving in slow circles that made her whimper and press her hips into his palm.

      She was still so sensitive, her whole body pulsing with aftershocks, but that only seemed to fuel him.

      He kissed his way down her stomach, then paused to glance up at me.

      “You okay?” he asked.

      I nodded, breath shallow. “More than okay.”

      He smiled at that, and something flickered in his eyes—relief, maybe. Or something more tender.

      Ava’s hand reached up and cupped the back of his neck. “Come here.”

      He shifted forward, and she pulled him in for a kiss. It was slow, but full of hunger, a need that hadn’t quite found its resolution. I watched her fingers curl into his hair, his body shifting to settle between her thighs.

      I should’ve been jealous. I wasn’t.

      I was riveted.

      His mouth moved to her neck, his body hovering just above hers. I slid down beside her again, trailing kisses along her collarbone as he kissed the other side, the two of us working in tandem, like we’d done this before, like we already knew how to share her.

      Ava reached for me with one hand, for him with the other.

      We both took her.

      Together.

      Derek sat back on his heels and finally stripped off his shirt, the fabric tugging over those broad shoulders I’d spent more nights pressed against than I’d ever admit. He undid his belt, then slid his jeans down, eyes locked on Ava the entire time.

      She watched him like he was a promise she was ready to cash in on—lips parted, skin flushed, legs already open for him.

      He guided himself between her legs and she welcomed him in with a gasp, her back arching off the rug. I watched his face twist with pleasure, saw the way his body stilled as he sank into her, slow and deep.

      Her fingers tightened around mine, and I kissed her cheek, her jaw, her mouth, anywhere I could reach.

      She moaned into me as he began to move, each thrust slow but purposeful, like he was learning her rhythm one breath at a time.

      I shifted to her side, my hand sliding down her belly, fingers brushing her clit in soft circles while Derek moved inside her. Her moans climbed higher, her body pinned between our touches.

      We worshipped her—me with my hands, Derek with his hips, both of us with our mouths and murmurs and the kind of attention that demanded nothing in return.

      She came again with a cry that broke open in her throat, her whole body trembling, and Derek groaned against her shoulder as he followed, hips stuttering in the final thrusts.

      For a long moment, we all stayed tangled together. Sweaty, breathless, quiet. The rug was half-kicked askew beneath us, and sunlight poured in at a new angle through the big back window, washing everything in gold.

      Derek finally eased back, gently pulling out, and collapsed beside her with a satisfied exhale. His arm draped across both of us without hesitation.

      Ava turned her head toward me, her expression soft. “Well,” she whispered. “That was worth the walk-through.”

      I laughed, breath catching, my heart too full and too fast.

      She reached for my face and kissed me—slow, sure, grateful.

      Ava curled into me, her cheek pressed to my shoulder, skin still flushed and glistening in the golden light that slanted through the high windows. Her thigh draped across mine lazily, and her fingers traced slow, dreamy lines along my hip like she wasn’t ready to let go of me just yet.

      Derek lay on his back beside us, one arm flung over his eyes, his chest rising and falling as he caught his breath. He looked completely undone in a way I rarely saw. Sated. Quiet. Content.

      And yet… my body was still buzzing.

      I’d given so much. Let go of control, let them touch me, guide me. But I hadn’t tipped over that final edge. Not yet.

      I’d almost forgotten how it felt to ache like this. Not just want, but need. That low, humming desperation that spread beneath my skin like pressure waiting to burst.

      Maybe I would’ve stayed there. Maybe I would’ve let the moment drift by, chalked it up to satisfaction of a different kind. But then Ava shifted, turning her face toward me, and her hand slid up my side with purpose.

      “You’re still wound tight,” she murmured against my collarbone.

      I let out a breath that wasn’t quite a laugh. “You noticed.”

      Her fingers dipped to the waistband of my pants and traced the button, pausing there like she was waiting for a sign.

      I gave her one, tilting my hips slightly, the softest yes.

      She made quick, quiet work of it, her fingers nimble and sure. My pants slipped down my hips, followed by my panties, cool air rushing in to kiss overheated skin. I kicked them free with a soft sigh, already dizzy from the promise in her eyes.

      “That’s better,” Ava whispered.

      Then she eased down my body with slow kisses, and when her mouth finally found me, I forgot how to breathe.

      Ava’s mouth was soft at first. Just warm, light kisses along the inside of my thighs, her tongue teasing around the edges of where I needed it most. The tension in my core coiled tighter with every flick, every pause, every breath she exhaled against my skin. I was so wet already it was almost embarrassing, but she didn’t rush.

      She licked me like she had all the time in the world.

      Derek turned onto his side and propped himself up on one elbow, watching as Ava devoured me like she already knew every way I needed to be touched. His eyes locked on mine, heavy-lidded, possessive in a way that made the heat in my belly twist sharper.

      “You look different,” he said, his voice low and rough. “Like I’m finally see you really let go.”

      I couldn’t answer him. I couldn’t even think straight. Ava’s tongue swept over my clit, then circled it again, gentler, then with more pressure. My hips lifted instinctively, chasing the rhythm. She groaned like she liked that, and her hands came up to hold my thighs apart, thumbs stroking little circles that only made the tension worse.

      Or better. I wasn’t sure anymore.

      Derek leaned in and kissed my neck, my shoulder, then my breast slowly as if he was trying to keep me grounded while Ava took me apart.

      “Come for us,” he whispered, brushing a kiss over my nipple. “Don’t hold back.”

      Ava moaned into me, her mouth moving faster now, her tongue relentless. I clutched at the rug, my back arching, the pressure inside me building so tight I thought I might snap in half. My body was on fire—every nerve lit, every breath shallow, my moans breaking open in the center of my chest.

      She sucked my clit just right, slow and deep.

      I came hard, my whole body trembling, a cry tearing from my throat before I could swallow it. Ava didn’t stop, not until my hips started to jerk from the overstimulation, and even then she only eased up enough to kiss me through the aftershocks. Her fingers stayed curled around my thighs, grounding me as the orgasm rippled out in waves I didn’t want to end.

      When I finally collapsed against the rug, panting and limp, she kissed her way back up my body, her lips slick, her cheeks flushed.

      She nestled into the crook of my arm like she belonged there.

      And she did.

      Derek brushed a damp curl from my forehead, his thumb soft on my cheekbone. “Still with us?”

      “Barely,” I murmured. “In the best way.”

      We lay there in a mess of limbs and warmth, quiet except for the sound of our breathing.

      Ava shifted, curling into me more tightly. “So,” she said softly, “about the house.”

      I turned my head and gave her a look.

      She grinned. “I’m serious. I want it.”

      “For the kitchen island?” I asked, my voice rough.

      She trailed her fingers along my stomach. “For the full package.”

      Derek chuckled beside us. “What kind of offer are we talking?”

      Ava stretched out like a cat, her arm brushing both of us. “Flexible. Open-ended. No contingencies. I want to move in and figure it out from there.”

      I looked at her, then at him. “I think we can make that work,” I said.

      She smiled, and it felt like the start of something. Not just a deal. Not just a night.

      Something more.
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        * * *

      

      Two weeks later…

      The house smelled like fresh paint and possibility.

      Ava stood barefoot in the center of the empty living room, twirling a new set of keys around her finger. She was grinning.

      “This still feels illegal,” she said.

      I leaned against the kitchen island—her kitchen island now—and watched her with a warmth in my chest that hadn’t gone away since that afternoon on the rug. “It’s not illegal if you closed on it.”

      “Mm. Technicality.”

      Derek stepped through the sliding door from the back patio, shirt clinging to his chest with the kind of sweat that came from real work. He carried in the last box labeled Bedroom, probably. His hair was damp. His smirk, smug. “Your illegal delivery man is off the clock.”

      Ava tilted her head. “Are you sure about that?”

      He raised a brow at Ava. “You always move in with this much attitude?”

      “She hasn’t even unpacked,” I said, smiling despite myself.

      She sauntered toward me, hips swaying like she knew exactly what she was doing. “I thought I’d start with the important stuff.”

      She slid her hand around my waist, kissed the spot just beneath my ear, and whispered, “Like breaking in the closet.”

      Derek groaned. “You said the kitchen was first.”

      “Later.” She looked over her shoulder. “Unless you want to help me pick out something to wear... and then help me take it off.”

      He dropped the box on the counter. “That’s a tempting offer.”

      She turned back to me. “What do you think, agent?”

      I kissed her slow, savoring the taste of her, the smell of the house, the feel of home curling around us. “I think I made the right sale.”
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