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Chapter 1

Ethan woke up to the smell of coffee and the sound of someone banging a frying pan against the stove downstairs. His bed was a mess—sheets twisted, pillows shoved to one side, and a faint hint of Clare’s coconut shampoo lingering on the fabric next to him. Sunlight sliced through the blinds, hitting him square in the face. He squinted, rubbed his eyes with the back of his hand, and rolled onto his side. The clock on the nightstand blinked 8:14 a.m. Too early for a Saturday, especially after a week on a cruise ship with three women who’d turned his quiet life into a full-time job.
He sat up, his bare feet hitting the floor with a soft thud. His boxers were crumpled from sleep, and he adjusted them absently, scratching at the stubble on his jaw. The cruise had been a whirlwind—sun, sex, and more emotional talks than he’d signed up for. Now they were back in his beachside house, and the chaos hadn’t skipped a beat. He could hear Clare’s laugh cutting through the air, followed by Jess’s dry, “You’re gonna break the damn pan, genius.” Victoria’s voice was there too, softer, saying something about eggs. Ethan smirked. Four people in one house. What the hell had he gotten himself into?
He grabbed a gray T-shirt from the floor and pulled it over his head. His jeans from yesterday were slung over the chair in the corner, still good for another day. He stepped into them, zipping up as he shuffled toward the door. The hallway smelled like salt air and sunscreen, a leftover from the bags they’d dumped there last night after stumbling in from the airport. He nudged a duffel bag aside with his foot and headed downstairs.
The kitchen was a war zone. Clare stood at the stove, her blonde hair tied up in a messy bun, wearing one of Ethan’s old college T-shirts that barely covered her ass. She was flipping bacon with a pair of tongs, grease popping onto her bare thighs. She yelped, hopping back, then laughed as she wiped her leg with a paper towel. “Ow, shit, that’s hot!” she said, grinning like it was the funniest thing in the world.
Jess leaned against the counter, arms crossed, her black hair still damp from a shower. She wore a tank top and cutoff shorts, her toned legs stretched out as she balanced a coffee mug in one hand. “You’re a menace,” she said to Clare, smirking. “Give me that before you burn the house down—again.” She reached for the tongs, but Clare swatted her hand away.
“Back off, I’ve got this,” Clare said, sticking out her tongue. “You’re not the only one who can cook, Miss Project Manager.”
Jess snorted. “Yeah, but I’m the only one who doesn’t turn breakfast into a grease fire.”
Ethan stepped into the room, and Victoria looked up from the kitchen table where she sat with a laptop open in front of her. She was dressed sharper than the rest—white blouse, sleeves rolled up, and a pair of slim black shorts that showed off her legs. Her auburn hair was pulled back, and she had a pair of glasses perched on her nose, which she pushed up as she caught Ethan’s eye. “Morning,” she said, her voice smooth but tired. “You look like you got hit by a truck.”
“Thanks,” Ethan said, running a hand through his hair. “Feel like it too.” He grabbed a mug from the cabinet, the ceramic clinking against the shelf, and poured himself coffee from the pot on the counter. It was strong, dark, the way Jess liked it. He took a sip, leaning against the sink to watch the chaos unfold.
Clare turned, bacon still sizzling behind her, and flashed him a grin. “Hey, sleepyhead. You missed the part where Jess tried to unpack last night and tripped over Macy.” She nodded toward the Golden Retriever sprawled out in the corner, snoring through the commotion.
“She’s exaggerating,” Jess said, rolling her eyes. “I didn’t trip. I… strategically avoided breaking my neck.”
Ethan chuckled. “Sounds like a win.” He glanced at Victoria, who was tapping away at her laptop, her brow furrowed. “You working already? We just got back.”
She sighed, closing the laptop with a soft click and sliding it aside. “Not exactly. Just… thinking.” She picked up her coffee mug, cradling it in both hands, and stared into it like it held answers. Ethan raised an eyebrow but didn’t push. Victoria had been quieter since the cruise, like she was chewing on something big.
Clare slid the bacon onto a plate, grease dripping onto the counter, and wiped her hands on the T-shirt—Ethan’s T-shirt. He noticed a smear of grease on the hem now and shook his head. “You’re a walking disaster,” he said, but there was a grin growing at his lips.
“Admit it, you love it,” Clare shot back, winking as she carried the plate to the table. She set it down with a flourish, then plopped into a chair, crossing her legs so the shirt rode up even higher. Ethan’s eyes flicked to her thighs—smooth, tanned from the cruise—before he caught himself and took another sip of coffee.
Jess grabbed a stack of plates from the cabinet, her tank top stretching tight across her chest as she reached up. She caught Ethan looking and smirked. “Eyes up here, architect,” she said, tossing him a plate. He caught it one-handed, setting it on the counter.
“Caught me,” he said, deadpan. “Hard not to notice when you’re showing off.”
She laughed, a sharp, quick sound, and started piling bacon onto her plate. “You’re welcome.”
The four of them settled around the table, chairs scraping against the tile floor. Clare sat next to Ethan, her knee brushing his under the table, while Jess took the spot across from him, kicking her feet up onto an empty chair. Victoria stayed at the end, picking at a piece of bacon with her fingers. Macy wandered over, tail wagging, and parked herself under the table, sniffing for scraps.
“So,” Clare said, chewing loudly, “what’s the plan today? Unpack? Nap? Pretend we’re still on a cruise and drink margaritas by the pool?”
“I vote nap,” Jess said, leaning back in her chair. “I’m still jet-lagged from that shitty connecting flight.”
Ethan shrugged, swallowing a mouthful of coffee. “I’ve got some sketches to look at later. Nothing urgent.”
Victoria set her mug down with a quiet clink, her fingers lingering on the handle. “Actually,” she said, “I’ve got something to throw out there.” Her tone was casual, but there was a tightness in it that made Ethan pause mid-bite. Clare and Jess looked up too, Clare with a strip of bacon halfway to her mouth.
“What’s up?” Ethan asked, setting his mug on the table. He leaned forward, elbows resting on the edge, watching her.
Victoria took a breath, then sat up straighter, folding her hands in front of her. “I’m burned out,” she said flatly. “City life, the firm, all of it. I’ve been thinking about quitting for a while, and the cruise… I don’t know, it sealed it. I’m done.”
Jess raised an eyebrow, lowering her feet to the floor. “Big move. What’s next?”
“That’s the thing,” Victoria said, glancing at Ethan. “I want to start my own architecture firm. Something smaller, more personal. And…” She hesitated, her fingers tapping the table. “I want you to join me, Ethan.”
The room went quiet. Clare’s bacon dropped onto her plate with a soft plop. Jess tilted her head, her smirk fading into something unreadable. Ethan blinked, his coffee mug frozen halfway to his mouth. “Me?” he said, setting it down slowly. “You’re serious?”
“Dead serious,” Victoria said, meeting his eyes. “You’re good, Ethan. Better than good. And I’ve seen how you work—methodical, creative, no bullshit. We could build something real. Here, not in the city. I’m done with that grind.”
Ethan leaned back in his chair, the wood creaking under his weight. His mind was already spinning—sketches, deadlines, the library project he’d just wrapped up. Starting a firm with Victoria? That was a whole different beast. “I don’t know,” he said, rubbing the back of his neck. “That’s… a lot to think about.”
Clare piped up, her voice bright but edged with curiosity. “Wait, so you’d both be, like, bosses? Drawing houses all day? That’s kinda hot.” She grinned, nudging Ethan with her elbow.
Jess snorted. “Yeah, until they’re arguing over who gets the corner office.”
Victoria smirked, but her eyes stayed on Ethan. “No pressure,” she said. “Just think about it. We could keep it low-key, work from here. You’ve got the space upstairs.”
Ethan nodded slowly, his thumb tracing the rim of his mug. “Yeah. I’ll think about it.” He glanced at Clare, then Jess, then back to Victoria. Three sets of eyes on him, each with their own weight. He felt the heat of it, like he was being sized up for more than just a business pitch.
“Okay, curveball over,” Clare said, clapping her hands. “Can we eat now? This bacon’s getting cold, and I didn’t burn myself for nothing.”
Jess laughed, grabbing another piece. “You’re such a drama queen.”
“Says the woman who tripped over a dog,” Clare fired back, sticking out her tongue again.
Ethan tuned out their bickering, his mind still on Victoria’s offer. He finished his coffee in one long gulp, the bitter taste grounding him, then stood up, chair scraping back. “I’m gonna head upstairs,” he said, grabbing his mug. “Need to look at some sketches.”
“Running away already?” Jess teased, smirking up at him.
“Nah,” he said, flashing a half-smile. “Just need a minute to process.”
Victoria nodded, her expression soft but unreadable. “Take your time.”
He rinsed his mug in the sink, water splashing against the steel, then set it on the drying rack. As he headed for the stairs, he heard Clare call after him, “Don’t hide up there all day, boss man!” He didn’t answer, just kept walking, his footsteps heavy on the floor. The kitchen noise faded behind him—Clare’s laugh, Jess’s sarcasm, Victoria’s quiet tapping on her laptop. He needed space. Not from them, exactly. From the idea that his life, already flipped upside down , might be about to take another sharp turn.




Chapter 2

Ethan pushed open the door to his upstairs office, the hinges creaking faintly as he stepped inside. The room smelled like old paper and salt air, the ocean breeze slipping through the cracked window. His desk, a wide slab of oak cluttered with pencils, a half-empty coffee mug from two days ago, and a stack of blueprints rolled up like cigars. The chair squeaked as he dropped into it, leaning back to stare at the ceiling. Victoria’s proposal was still rattling around in his head, a loose bolt he couldn’t tighten down. Start a firm? With her? Here? He rubbed his temples with his thumbs, exhaling hard through his nose.
The desk lamp clicked on with a flick of his finger, casting a warm glow over the mess. He reached for the blueprints, unrolling one across the desk, the paper crinkling as he flattened it with his palms. It was an old beach house design—sharp angles, big windows, a wraparound porch. Something he’d sketched years ago, back when he thought he’d build his own place someday. Now it just sat there, gathering dust. He traced a line with his finger, the pencil marks smudged from handling, and tried to focus. But his mind kept drifting. Too many damn distractions.
He grabbed a pencil from the cup on the desk, twirling it between his fingers, and started doodling in the corner of the blueprint—random lines, a half-assed sketch of Macy’s ears. The cruise had fried his brain. All that sun, the late nights. He smirked, thinking about Clare tripping over a towel on the ship, or Jess dragging him into the shower in Miami. And Victoria—hell, she’d gone from a colleague to… whatever she was now. Part of this. Part of them. He shook his head, dropping the pencil with a clatter. Focus, man.
The door swung open behind him, and he turned in the chair, the leather groaning under his weight. Jess stood there, one hand on the knob, the other holding a tumbler of something amber—whiskey, probably. Her tank top clung to her chest, the straps thin enough to show the tan lines from the cruise, and her cutoff shorts rode low on her hips. Her damp hair was tucked behind one ear, and she had that look—like she knew something he didn’t. “You’re brooding,” she said, stepping inside and kicking the door shut with her heel. It thudded closed, muffling the faint sound of Clare’s laughter downstairs.
“Not brooding,” Ethan said, leaning back and crossing his arms. “Thinking.”
“Same difference with you,” she shot back, crossing the room with slow, deliberate steps. Her bare feet slapped softly against the floor. She stopped at the desk, leaning her hip against the edge, and held out the tumbler. “Brought you a drink. Figured you’d need it after Victoria’s little bombshell.”
Ethan took the glass, their fingers brushing for a second. Her skin was warm, and he caught a whiff of her shampoo—something crisp, like mint. “Thanks,” he said, tipping the glass back for a sip. Whiskey, neat, with a bite that warmed his throat. He set it on the desk, next to the blueprints, and nodded at them. “Just looking at some old stuff. Trying to clear my head.”
Jess glanced down, her eyes scanning the paper. She tilted her head, resting her weight on one hand as she leaned closer, her tank top dipping just enough to show the curve of her breasts. Ethan’s gaze flicked there, then back up, fast. She didn’t notice—or didn’t care. “This your work?” she asked, tapping the blueprint with a finger. “Looks ancient. You still draw everything by hand?”
“Yeah,” he said, shrugging. “Old habit. Works for me.”
She smirked, straightening up and crossing her arms under her chest, which only made the tank top situation worse—or better, depending on how he looked at it. “You’re such a dinosaur,” she said. “What is this, the 90s? You need to get with the times, architect.”
He raised an eyebrow, taking another sip of whiskey. “What, like you and your fancy tech job? Clicking buttons all day?”
“Exactly,” she said, grinning. “Efficiency, Ethan. Ever heard of it?” She pushed off the desk and walked around to his side, her hip brushing his arm as she leaned over to study the blueprint again. “Seriously, though. You’re wasting time with this pencil crap. You should be on CAD.”
“CAD?” he said, setting the tumbler down with a soft clink. “That’s for kids who can’t draw straight lines.”
Jess laughed, a sharp, quick sound that filled the room. “Oh, please. It’s faster, cleaner, and you can undo shit when you screw up—which you do, don’t pretend.” She reached across him, her arm brushing his chest, and grabbed the laptop from the corner of the desk. She flipped it open, the screen flickering to life, and plopped it onto the blueprints, covering half the sketch. “Come on. I’ll set it up for you. You’ll thank me later.”
Ethan leaned back, watching her fingers fly across the keys. “I don’t need a babysitter,” he said, but there was a grin tugging at his mouth. “I’ve got this under control.”
“Bullshit,” she said, not looking up. “You’re still scratching lines on paper like it’s a cave wall. Move over.” She nudged his chair with her knee, and he rolled it to the side, the wheels squeaking. She slid into the space, half-sitting on the desk, her shorts riding up as she bent over the laptop. Ethan’s eyes lingered on her legs—long, toned, still golden from the cruise.
She pulled up a website, some software download page, and clicked through the options with the speed of someone who’d done this a hundred times. “See, this is CAD—Computer-Aided Design, for the caveman in the room,” she said, smirking at him over her shoulder. “You draw your little houses, tweak them in real time, and don’t waste half your day erasing mistakes.”
“I don’t make mistakes,” he said, deadpan, sipping his whiskey.
“Right,” she said, rolling her eyes. “And I don’t trip over dogs.” She hit the download button, the progress bar ticking across the screen, and leaned back, her hands braced on the desk. “Give it five minutes, and I’ll have you dragging lines like a pro.”
Ethan set the tumbler down and rolled his chair closer, peering at the screen. “Fine. Show me.”
Jess grinned, sliding the laptop toward him. “Okay, pay attention.” She walked him through the install, her voice sharp and teasing as she pointed at the screen. “Click here. No, not there—Jesus, Ethan, it’s not a touchscreen. Use the damn mouse.” He fumbled with it, the cursor jerking across the screen, and she laughed, leaning over to guide his hand. Her fingers closed over his, warm and firm, steering the mouse to the right spot. “There. Now hit ‘install.’”
He clicked, and the software started unpacking, a little wheel spinning on the screen. Jess let go of his hand but stayed close, her shoulder brushing his as she watched. “See? Easy,” she said. “You’re welcome.”
“Still think pencils are better,” he muttered, but he couldn’t hide the smirk. The whiskey was hitting now, a low buzz settling into his chest.
“Sure you do,” she said, nudging him with her elbow. “Give it a shot when it’s done. You’ll be designing whole neighborhoods in half the time.” She grabbed his tumbler, taking a sip without asking, and made a face. “Ugh, neat? You’re such a masochist.”
“Says the woman who drinks IPAs,” he shot back, snagging the glass from her hand. Their fingers brushed again, and this time she didn’t pull away. She just smirked, leaning back on her hands, her tank top stretching tight across her chest again.
The laptop chimed, the install complete, and Jess slid it back in front of him. “Alright, caveman. Open it up.” He clicked the icon, and the screen filled with a grid, toolbars popping up along the edges. She leaned in, pointing at the options. “Line tool’s here. Zoom’s here. Start small—draw me a box or something.”
Ethan grabbed the mouse, dragging a shaky line across the screen. It wobbled, and Jess snorted. “Wow, you’re a natural.”
“Shut up,” he said, laughing despite himself. He tried again, this time getting a cleaner square. She nodded, impressed, and walked him through adding walls, a roof, tweaking the angles. Her voice was steady, her teasing dialed back as she explained shortcuts—Ctrl+Z to undo, scroll wheel to zoom. He picked it up fast, the whiskey loosening his focus just enough to roll with it.
An hour slipped by, the tumbler empty, the blueprint forgotten under the laptop. Ethan leaned back, stretching his arms over his head. Jess watched, her smirk returning. “Not bad,” she said, nodding at the screen where he’d built a rough house—nothing fancy, but sharp. “Told you it’s better.”
“Maybe,” he said, dropping his arms. “Still feels weird.”
“You’ll get used to it,” she said, standing up and stretching, her tank top lifting to show the curve of her waist. “You’ve earned a break, though. Beach?”
Ethan glanced at the window, the sun high now, the ocean glinting in the distance. “Yeah,” he said, pushing the chair back with a scrape. “Beach sounds good.”
Jess grinned, heading for the door. “I’ll grab the others. Don’t chicken out and hide up here.” She slipped out, leaving the room quiet again, the laptop humming softly on the desk. Ethan stared at the screen, the little house he’d drawn staring back. Victoria’s offer flickered in his mind, but for now, he shoved it aside. Beach first. He’d deal with the rest later.




Chapter 3

Ethan stood at the bottom of the stairs, tugging on a pair of faded sneakers he’d left by the front door. The laces were frayed, one knot barely holding, but they’d do for the walk to the beach. He straightened up, his gray T-shirt sticking to his back already from the late-morning heat creeping into the house. The whiskey Jess had brought him earlier buzzed faintly in his system, loosening his shoulders as he grabbed a baseball cap from the hook on the wall. He slapped it onto his head, tugging the brim low over his eyes, and turned toward the kitchen.
Jess was already there, digging through a cooler on the counter. She’d swapped her tank top for a black bikini top, the straps tied tight around her neck, showing off the lean lines of her back. Her cutoff shorts were still on, unbuttoned at the waist, hanging low enough to tease the edge of her bikini bottoms. She yanked a bag of ice from the freezer, the plastic crinkling as she tore it open with her teeth, and dumped it into the cooler. Beer cans clinked as she shoved them in, condensation beading on the aluminum. “You ready, caveman?” she called over her shoulder, not looking up.
“Yeah,” Ethan said, stepping into the kitchen, the tile cool under his sneakers. “You planning to feed an army with that?”
She smirked, slamming the cooler lid shut with a bang. “Just us. But Clare drinks like a linebacker, so I’m prepared.” She hefted the cooler by the handles, muscles flexing in her arms, and nodded toward the table. “Grab the speaker, will you? It’s over there.”
Ethan spotted the little Bluetooth thing—black, scuffed, probably Clare’s—sitting next to a pile of junk mail. He scooped it up, the plastic cool against his palm, and tucked it under his arm. “Got it,” he said, following Jess as she headed for the front door. She pushed it open with her hip, the hinges groaning, and stepped outside, the heat hitting them like a wall—humid, thick, the kind that made his jeans feel like a bad choice.
Clare burst out of the bathroom down the hall, her flip-flops slapping against the floor as she jogged to catch up. She’d thrown on a red bikini that barely qualified as clothing—two triangles tied with strings, bouncing with each step. A sheer white cover-up hung off her shoulders, flapping open to show her curves, and she carried a beach bag slung over one arm, stuffed with towels and sunscreen. “Beach day!” she shouted, grinning wide as she squeezed past Ethan, her elbow brushing his side. “I’m so ready to not unpack anything.”
“You’re a mess,” Jess said, stepping onto the porch and setting the cooler down by the steps, wiping her hands on her shorts. “Did you even pack snacks?”
Clare stopped, dropping the bag onto the porch boards with a thud, and dug through it, pulling out a bag of pretzels. “Boom. Snacks. You’re welcome.” She tossed the bag at Jess, who caught it one-handed and rolled her eyes, stuffing it into the cooler.
Victoria stepped out last, closing the front door behind her with a soft click. She’d traded her blouse for a teal one-piece swimsuit, cut high on the hips, with a loose sarong tied around her waist. A wide-brimmed hat shaded her face, and she carried a paperback in one hand, her fingers tucked between the pages to mark her spot. “You guys are loud,” she said, her voice dry but amused. “I could hear you from the shower.”
“That’s Clare’s fault,” Ethan said, adjusting his cap, the brim creasing under his fingers. “She’s got one volume.”
Clare stuck her tongue out at him, then bent over to rummage in her bag again, her cover-up riding up to show the bottom of her bikini. Ethan’s eyes flicked there—round, tanned, impossible to ignore—before he cleared his throat and looked away. Jess caught him, smirking, but didn’t say anything. She just grabbed the cooler again, hefting it with a grunt, and started down the steps, her hips swaying as she hit the sidewalk.
Ethan fell in behind her, the speaker still under his arm, his sneakers scuffing the concrete. Clare skipped ahead, kicking off her flip-flops halfway down the block and stuffing them into her bag, her bare feet slapping the pavement. Victoria trailed behind, her sarong fluttering in the breeze, her steps slower, like she was still waking up. They turned left at the corner, passing a row of squat beach cottages—peeling paint, bikes propped against porches—then right down a narrow street, the air growing saltier with each step. Macy bounded alongside, tail wagging, sniffing at mailboxes as they went.
The beach came into view after two blocks—a wide stretch of sand beyond a low wooden fence, the ocean flat and blue, shimmering under the sun. Ethan felt the tension in his chest ease a little as they crossed the last street, tires crunching gravel underfoot. Victoria’s offer still nagged at him, but the walk and the promise of the water shoved it to the back burner. Jess led the way over the fence, stepping onto the sand, her shorts shifting as she climbed.
She dropped the cooler near a weathered driftwood log a few yards from the water, the thud muffled by the sand, and popped it open, pulling out a beer. She twisted the cap off with a hiss, foam bubbling over her fingers, and took a long swig. “Perfect,” she said, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. She handed Ethan one, the can cold and slick against his palm. He cracked it open, the sharp snap cutting through the waves, and took a sip—crisp, bitter, slicing through the heat.
Clare flopped onto her stomach in the sand, spreading a towel from her bag with a lazy swipe of her arm. She untied her cover-up, tossing it aside into a crumpled heap, and stretched out, her bikini top straining as she propped herself on her elbows. “Somebody rub sunscreen on me,” she said, wiggling her shoulders. “I’m not frying today.”
Jess snorted, sitting cross-legged next to the cooler, sand sticking to her calves. “Do it yourself, princess.”
“I’ll do it,” Ethan said, setting his beer down in the sand, the can tipping slightly before he righted it. He grabbed the bottle from Clare’s bag, flipping the cap open, the coconut scent hitting him, and squeezed a glob into his hand. Clare grinned up at him, rolling onto her back, her blonde hair fanning out on the towel. He knelt beside her, rubbing his hands together, the lotion warming between his palms, and started at her shoulders, his fingers sliding over her sun-hot skin. She sighed, closing her eyes, and he worked it in slow circles, feeling the curve of her collarbone, the dip of her neck.
“Lower,” she mumbled, smirking without opening her eyes. He moved down, his hands grazing the tops of her breasts where the bikini didn’t cover, then across her stomach, her skin soft and slick under his palms. She squirmed a little, giggling, and he smirked, keeping it professional—mostly.
Jess watched, sipping her beer, one eyebrow raised. “You’re spoiling her,” she said, sand dusting her fingers as she brushed them off on her shorts. “She’s gonna expect this every time.”
“Maybe I will,” Clare shot back, cracking one eye open. “Ethan’s hands are better than yours anyway.”
“Bullshit,” Jess said, laughing, the sound sharp and quick. She grabbed the speaker from the sand where Ethan had dropped it, brushing off the grains with her thumb, and paired it with her phone, the screen flashing as she swiped. Music kicked on—some upbeat rock thing, drums thumping through the air—and she cranked the volume, tossing her phone onto Clare’s towel.
Victoria settled onto the driftwood log, crossing her legs, her sarong sliding to one side. She opened her book, adjusting her hat as the brim flopped in the wind, and glanced at the water, the waves lapping a few feet away. “You guys swimming, or just baking?” she asked, her tone light but curious.
“Swimming,” Clare said, sitting up and wiping sand off her arms, the grains falling in clumps. She grabbed Jess’s hand, tugging her toward the water. “Come on, you lazy ass.”
Jess groaned but let herself be dragged, kicking off her shorts as they stumbled forward, leaving them in a pile by the cooler. Her black bikini bottoms hugged her hips, tight and low-cut. Ethan watched them hit the water, Clare splashing Jess with a handful, Jess swearing and splashing back, their laughs carrying over the waves, sharp and bright. He took another swig of beer, the cold sinking into his chest, and leaned back on his hands, sand sticking to his palms.
He glanced at Victoria, who was still reading, her lips moving slightly as she followed the words. “You joining them?” he asked, nodding toward the water, his cap shadowing his eyes.
She looked up, pushing her hat back with one hand. “Maybe later. I’m good here for now.” She smiled, small but real, and went back to her book, her fingers turning a page with a soft rustle. Ethan nodded, setting his beer down and stretching out on the sand next to the cooler, the sun warming his legs through his jeans. He closed his eyes, the music, waves, and girls’ yells blending into a lazy hum.
Hours slipped by—Clare and Jess swimming, then sprawling out on towels to dry off, their skin glistening with saltwater. Ethan fetched beers, handed out pretzels, traded lazy barbs with Jess about her music taste. Victoria ditched her book eventually, wading in up to her knees, her sarong tied up around her thighs, the water swirling around her calves. The sun climbed higher, then dipped, painting the sky orange and pink.
Clare sat up, shaking sand out of her hair, the grains flying as she stretched, her bikini top shifting with the arch of her back. “This is perfect,” she said, grinning at the group. “We should stay out here all night.”
Jess, lying on her back with an arm over her eyes, smirked. “Yeah, until the bugs eat us alive.”
Ethan leaned against the driftwood log, his beer empty, the can crumpled in his hand. He tossed it into the cooler, the clank loud in the quiet. Victoria sat next to him now, her hat off, hair loose and tangled from the wind. She bumped his shoulder with hers, a light nudge. “You’re quiet,” she said, her voice low.
“Just chilling,” he said, glancing at her. Her swimsuit was damp, clinging to her chest, and he caught himself looking, then turned his eyes back to the ocean. Clare and Jess were sitting closer now, knees touching, their voices dropping as they talked. The air shifted—still relaxed, but heavier, charged. Glances lingered longer. Clare’s hand brushed Jess’s thigh, casual but deliberate. Jess didn’t move away.
Ethan felt it too, that slow build, like the tide creeping in. He met Victoria’s eyes, then Clare’s, then Jess’s. Nobody said anything, but the tension was there, thick and warm, wrapping around them like the salt in the air.




Chapter 4

Ethan leaned against the driftwood log, the rough bark digging into his shoulder blades through his T-shirt. The sun was gone now, the sky a deep purple streaked with orange, and the beach stretched out empty in front of them. The waves rolled in steady, a low rumble mixing with the faint hum of Clare’s speaker, still pumping out music from its spot in the sand. The cooler sat open nearby, half the beers gone, empty cans scattered around it like casualties of the afternoon. His jeans were gritty with sand, sticking to his legs, and he shifted, brushing at them with one hand while holding a fresh beer in the other. The can was slick with condensation, cold against his palm.
Clare sprawled on her towel a few feet away, her red bikini glowing faintly in the dusk. She’d untied the cover-up again, letting it puddle under her, and lay on her back, one arm flung over her head, the other resting on her stomach. Her chest rose and fell with slow breaths, the triangles of fabric shifting slightly, barely covering her. She hummed along to the song—some old rock tune Ethan didn’t know—her voice soft and off-key. Jess sat cross-legged next to her, her black bikini top still damp from their last swim, her shorts kicked off somewhere in the sand. She sipped a beer, her elbow propped on her knee, watching the water with a lazy smirk.
Victoria sat beside Ethan on the log, her teal swimsuit drying out, the sarong untied and draped over her lap. She’d pulled her hair into a loose ponytail, strands sticking to her neck from the salt air. Her paperback lay forgotten next to the cooler, pages curling in the humidity. She nudged Ethan’s arm with her beer can, the metal clinking against his. “You’re zoning out,” she said, her voice low, teasing. “Too many beers?”
“Nah,” he said, taking a swig. The bitter taste hit his tongue, sharp and familiar. “Just… taking it in.” He nodded toward Clare and Jess, who were now giggling about something, Clare’s hand swatting at Jess’s leg. “They’re a lot.”
Victoria smirked, leaning back on her hands. “Understatement. You’re stuck with us now, though. No refunds.”
Ethan chuckled, shaking his head. “Wouldn’t ask for one.” He glanced at her, catching the way her eyes lingered on him, steady and warm. He looked away, back to the girls, and took another sip.
Clare rolled onto her side, propping herself on one elbow, sand sticking to her hip. “You guys are boring over there,” she called, grinning. “Come closer. We don’t bite.” She paused, then added, “Well, Jess might.”
Jess snorted, setting her beer down in the sand. “Only if you ask nice.” She stretched her arms over her head, her bikini top riding up just enough to show the curve under her breasts, then dropped them, brushing sand off her thighs. “Come on, Ethan. Don’t make me drag you.”
Ethan raised an eyebrow, setting his beer next to Victoria’s on the log. “Fine,” he said, pushing off the wood with a grunt. His sneakers sank into the sand as he walked over, the grains shifting under his weight. He dropped down next to Clare, stretching his legs out. Victoria followed, slower, settling on Jess’s other side, her sarong trailing behind her like a tail.
Clare sat up, crossing her legs, her bikini bottom tugging low on her hips. She grabbed the speaker, turning the volume down until the music was just a murmur under the waves. “Better,” she said, tossing her hair back. “Now it’s cozy.” She leaned into Ethan, her shoulder pressing against his, warm and soft. He could smell the sunscreen on her, coconut and salt, and felt her knee nudge his thigh.
Jess smirked, leaning back on her hands, her fingers digging into the sand. “Cozy’s one word for it.” She glanced at Ethan, then Clare, then Victoria, her eyes sharp, like she was reading the room. The tension from earlier—the lingering glances, the casual touches—hadn’t gone anywhere. It was heavier now, buzzing between them, the empty beach giving it room to grow.
Victoria shifted, tucking her legs under her, the sarong slipping to one side. “You guys are wild,” she said, her tone dry but playful. “I’m starting to think the cruise wasn’t a fluke.”
“Nope,” Clare said, grinning. “This is us. Get used to it.” She reached over Ethan, her arm brushing his chest, and grabbed a beer from the cooler. She twisted the cap off, foam spilling over her fingers, and licked it off, her tongue darting out quick. Ethan watched, his throat tightening, and took a slow breath.
Jess caught his look and laughed, sharp and low. “Down, boy,” she said, nudging his leg with her foot. “You’re not subtle.”
“Never said I was,” he shot back, smirking. He leaned back on his elbows, the sand cool under his arms, and let the moment settle. The waves kept rolling, the sky darkening, stars poking through one by one. Clare’s hand found his thigh, resting there light but deliberate, her fingers tracing small circles through his jeans. Jess shifted closer, her knee bumping his other leg, her smirk softening into something else. Victoria watched, her beer forgotten in her hand, her eyes flicking between them.
Clare broke the silence, her voice dropping. “Nobody’s around,” she said, glancing at the empty beach. “Just us.” She squeezed Ethan’s thigh, her nails digging in just enough to make him shift. “Feels… different out here.”
“Yeah,” Jess said, her tone quieter now. She set her beer down, brushing sand off her hands, and leaned in, her shoulder brushing Clare’s. “No rules, right?” Her hand landed on Ethan’s knee, firm, her thumb pressing into the denim.
Ethan’s pulse hammered, the heat from Clare’s and Jess’s hands burning through his jeans, making his cock twitch hard. He glanced at Victoria, who sat there watching, her lips parted, her beer can tilting in her shaky grip, foam dripping onto her fingers. “You in?” he asked, his voice coming out rough, gravelly, like he’d swallowed sand.
She swallowed hard, her throat bobbing, then nodded, setting the can down with a soft thud in the sand. “Yeah,” she said, scooting closer, her knee brushing Jess’s, her sarong slipping to expose more of her thigh. “I’m in.”
Clare grinned, slow and filthy, her hand sliding higher up Ethan’s thigh, fingers grazing the bulge of his cock through the seam. “Good,” she said, leaning in to kiss him. Her lips were soft, wet with beer and salt, and he kissed her back hard, one hand grabbing her waist, pulling her tight against him. She shifted onto her knees, straddling his lap, her bikini bottom grinding against his straining erection as she shoved her tongue into his mouth, flicking it against his in a sloppy, hungry dance.
Jess moved in fast, her hand sliding up Ethan’s chest, tugging his shirt up to bare his stomach, her nails scraping his skin. She kissed his neck, her teeth nipping sharp and hot, a jolt against Clare’s softness. Ethan groaned, his free hand finding Jess’s waist, fingers digging into her hip, feeling the firm curve under her shorts. Clare pulled back, panting, her lips shiny, and turned to Jess, grabbing her face and kissing her hard, their tongues tangling over Ethan’s chest. He watched, his cock throbbing painfully against his jeans, the sight of their mouths locked together setting his blood on fire.
Victoria hesitated, then slid behind Ethan, her hands landing on his shoulders, kneading the tight muscle there. She leaned down, her breath hot and shaky against his ear. “This okay?” she whispered, her voice trembling but steady enough. He nodded, turning his head to catch her mouth, her lips softer than he’d expected, tentative at first, then opening wide as she sucked on his tongue. Her hands slid down his chest, joining Jess’s, yanking his shirt higher, nails grazing his nipples.
Clare broke her kiss with Jess, grinning like a devil, and ripped her bikini top off, the strings snapping loose. Her full, tanned tits bounced free, nipples dark and hard, and she tossed the fabric into the sand, laughing low. “Fuck it,” she said, grabbing Ethan’s shirt and pulling it over his head, his cap tumbling off with it. He shook sand out of his hair, grains falling, and gripped her waist, dragging her back into his lap, his hands cupping her ass, squeezing the plump flesh through her bikini bottom.
Jess’s fingers went straight for his jeans, unbuttoning them with quick, sure flicks, then tugging the zipper down, the sound loud over the waves. “Lift,” she said, her voice sharp, and he did, raising his hips as she dragged the denim off, boxers and all, leaving his cock springing free, thick and hard in the cool night air. Jess smirked, straddling his thighs, her bikini bottoms brushing the tip of his shaft, sending a jolt through him. She untied her top, letting it drop, her big, firm tits spilling out, nipples stiff and begging for attention.
Victoria peeled her swimsuit down, shrugging it off her shoulders, then her hips, the fabric hitting the sand with a soft slap. She knelt behind Ethan, her bare tits pressing against his back, warm and soft, her hands roaming his sides, fingers tracing the lines of his ribs. Clare kicked her bikini bottoms off, the red fabric landing in a heap, and pulled Jess into another kiss, their naked bodies pressing together as they knelt over him, tits brushing, hips grinding. Ethan reached out, one hand clamping onto Clare’s hip, the other gripping Jess’s thigh, pulling them closer, his cock pulsing with need.
It started slow—hands groping, mouths sucking. Clare’s fingers wrapped around his shaft, stroking slow and tight, her grip slick with sweat. Jess kissed him, her tongue rough and demanding, shoving into his mouth as her hand joined Clare’s, their fingers bumping as they jerked him off, precum leaking from the tip. Victoria’s lips hit his neck, sucking hard, her nails scraping his chest, and he groaned loud, the sound carrying over the waves. Clare laughed, dirty and low, and climbed up, straddling his face. “Lick me,” she said, lowering her pussy onto his mouth, her wet folds spreading over his lips.
Ethan grabbed her hips, pulling her down, his tongue diving into her, lapping at her clit, tasting salt and her sharp, musky heat. She moaned, grinding against his face, her juices dripping down his chin as he sucked and flicked, his nose buried in her folds. Jess slid down, her mouth hovering over his cock, and spat on it, her saliva mixing with his precum. She licked the head, slow and teasing, then sucked him in, her lips stretching around his thick shaft, her tongue swirling as she bobbed, taking him deep until he hit the back of her throat. He groaned into Clare’s pussy, the vibration making her buck harder, her hands clutching his hair.
Victoria knelt beside him, her hands on Clare’s tits, squeezing the heavy mounds, pinching her nipples as she kissed her shoulder, then her neck. Clare rocked faster, her pussy clenching around Ethan’s tongue, her moans sharp and needy. Jess sucked harder, her hand pumping the base of his cock, spit dripping down his balls, her throat tight and wet around him. Ethan’s hips jerked, his control slipping, and he pulled Clare off his face, her juices smeared across his lips. “Swap,” he grunted, and Jess released his cock with a wet pop, smirking as she climbed up to take Clare’s place.
Jess straddled his face, her pussy slick and hot, and he gripped her ass, spreading her cheeks as he shoved his tongue inside, licking her clit in hard, fast strokes. Clare dropped down, taking Jess’s spot, and wrapped her lips around his cock, sucking him deep, her tongue flicking the underside of his shaft as she hummed, the vibration buzzing through him. Victoria moved in, kissing Jess’s neck, her hands sliding down to rub her clit while Ethan ate her out, Jess’s moans muffled against Victoria’s shoulder.
Ethan’s balls tightened, the pressure building fast. He pulled Jess off his face, her pussy dripping, and growled, “Kneel.” Clare let his cock slip from her mouth, spit stringing from her lips, and knelt beside Jess in the sand, their faces close, mouths open wide. Victoria stayed behind him, her tits pressed to his back, her hand reaching around to stroke his shaft, slick with spit and precum. He thrust into her grip, his cock pulsing, and came hard, thick ropes of cum shooting out, splattering across Clare’s and Jess’s tongues, some hitting their lips, their chins. They licked it up, grinning, swapping a messy, cum-slick kiss as Victoria milked the last drops from him, his groans ragged over the crashing waves.
When it was over, Clare collapsed onto the towel, panting, sand stuck to her sweaty skin, cum still glistening on her lips. Jess sprawled next to her, smirking, wiping her chin with one hand, the other resting on Ethan’s chest. Victoria leaned against him, her breath jagged, her naked body warm against his side, her hand sticky with his release. “Holy shit,” Clare said, laughing, licking her lips clean. “That was… yeah.”
“Yeah,” Jess agreed, smirking wider, sand dusting her tits as she shifted. “We’re fucking filthy.”
Ethan chuckled, catching his breath, his cock softening in the cool air. He grabbed a towel, tossing it over them, and pulled Victoria closer, her skin sticking to his. “Good filthy,” he said, his voice hoarse, the night thick with salt and satisfaction.




Chapter 5

Ethan pushed open the back door, the wood creaking as it swung wide, and stepped into the house, sand still clinging to his bare feet, gritty between his toes. His jeans were slung over his shoulder, the denim rough with beach grit, and he wore nothing but his boxers, the fabric damp from sweat and salt air, sticking to his thighs. The living room was dark, the only light spilling in from the kitchen ahead, where the fridge hummed faintly, a low drone cutting through the quiet. Clare stumbled in behind him, her red bikini top dangling from one hand, the strings brushing her wrist, the other clutching a towel wrapped loose around her waist. She giggled, her foot catching the threshold, and she lurched forward, grabbing Ethan’s arm to steady herself, her nails digging into his bicep, sharp and warm.
“Careful there, you’re gonna face-plant if you’re not paying attention,” he said, smirking as he caught her elbow, his fingers wrapping around her arm. Her skin was hot, sticky with sand and sunscreen, and she smelled like coconut and beer, a sweet, boozy mix that hit him hard. She grinned up at him, her blonde hair a tangled mess, strands plastered to her cheeks with sweat.
“I’m totally fine, just riding the high from tonight—don’t judge me,” she said, letting go of his arm and fumbling with the towel, which slipped enough to flash her tanned hip, the curve catching the kitchen light. “I mean, I’m really happy, Ethan. Like, stupidly happy after all that.” She giggled again, brushing past him toward the stairs, her bare feet slapping the floor, leaving faint sandy prints.
Jess came in next, her black bikini top retied but crooked, one strap sliding off her shoulder, exposing the tan line beneath. She carried her shorts in one hand, bunched up and sandy, and the cooler in the other, the plastic banging against her thigh with each step, a dull thud echoing. “She’s going to pass out cold in about five minutes, mark my words—she’s running on fumes,” she said, nodding at Clare’s retreating back, her voice dry but laced with a smirk that said she was just as buzzed—beer, sex, the whole wild night still thrumming in her veins. She dropped the cooler by the couch with a heavy thud, cans rattling inside, and tossed her shorts onto the armrest, the denim landing in a crumpled heap.
Victoria trailed in last, her teal swimsuit back on, the fabric hugging her curves, the sarong tied sloppily around her waist, knots loose and uneven. She held her wide-brimmed hat in one hand, the brim crumpled from being gripped too tight, and rubbed her eyes with the other, yawning wide, her jaw popping. “I seriously need a shower—I’ve got sand in places it has no business being,” she said, her voice thick with exhaustion, rough around the edges. She shuffled forward, her bare feet dragging slightly on the floor.
Ethan chuckled, hanging his jeans over the back of a chair, the denim scraping the wood as he adjusted it. “Oh, I get it—beach sounded like a blast until we’re all scratching sand out of everywhere,” he said, brushing at his chest where grains stuck to his skin, rough against his fingers. He shook his head, the motion flicking more sand loose. “Cleanup’s the real bitch.”
Clare turned at the foot of the stairs, leaning against the railing, her towel slipping lower, barely clinging to her hips. “Shower’s mine first, no debate—I’m the messiest one here, and I’m not waiting around covered in this crap,” she called, grinning wide, her voice bouncy despite the wobble in her stance. She adjusted the towel with one hand, the other still clutching her bikini top.
“There’s absolutely no argument from me,” Jess said, kicking off her flip-flops by the door, one skidding under the coffee table with a soft scrape. She didn’t bother fishing it out, just smirked as she straightened up. “Go ahead and hog the hot water, princess.”
Clare saluted, her arm wobbling like she might tip over, and started up the stairs, her towel dragging behind her like a lopsided cape, brushing each step. Victoria followed, her pace slower, her sarong swishing with each careful step, the fabric catching the light. “I’m claiming it next—gotta wash this night off me. Goodnight, you two, don’t break anything down here,” she said over her shoulder, waving vaguely, her hat bouncing against her leg as she disappeared around the corner.
Ethan watched them go, the stairs creaking under their weight, then turned to Jess, who was already heading for the kitchen, her stride loose. “You hitting the sack too, or are you still wired from all that?” he asked, scratching at the stubble on his jaw, the bristles rough under his nails.
“No way, I’m not crashing yet—I’m too keyed up, and honestly, I’m starving after burning all that energy out there,” she said, flipping on the kitchen light, the fluorescents buzzing to life, casting a harsh glow over the tile. She opened the fridge, the door squeaking loud, and bent over, her bikini bottom riding up, exposing the curve of her ass—firm, tanned, still dusted with sand. Ethan leaned against the doorway, arms crossed, his eyes tracing her, the way her muscles flexed as she rummaged. She pulled out a carton of eggs and a stick of butter, setting them on the counter with a clatter, the carton tipping slightly. “You up for some food, or are you just gonna stand there gawking?”
“I’m in—beats passing out hungry,” he said, pushing off the frame and stepping inside, the tile cold against his feet. “So, what’s the game plan here?”
“Eggs, and maybe toast if we’ve got any bread left that’s not stale,” she said, grabbing a frying pan from the rack above the stove, the metal clanging as it bumped the others. She set it on the burner, twisting the knob, the gas hissing before the flame caught, a blue ring flickering under the pan. “Can you grab the bread for me? Should be in the pantry unless Clare ate it all.”
Ethan opened the pantry, the hinges groaning as the door swung wide, and scanned the shelves, his fingers brushing a jar of peanut butter before spotting a half-loaf of white bread, the bag tied with a twist tie. He pulled it out, the plastic crinkling in his grip, and checked it—no mold, still soft enough. “Looks like we’re in luck—Clare didn’t get to it yet,” he said, tossing it onto the counter next to the eggs. He grabbed a spatula from the drawer, the handle chipped, and handed it to her, their fingers brushing for a second.
Jess smirked, taking it with a quick nod. “Teamwork makes the dream work—look at us, all domestic and shit,” she said, dropping a pat of butter into the pan, the sizzle filling the room as it melted, bubbling yellow. She cracked two eggs one-handed, the shells snapping sharp, and dumped them in, yolks spreading into the grease. “How do you want yours—scrambled like a real person, or sunny side up like some lazy asshole?”
“Sunny side up—I like my yolks runny, sue me,” he said, leaning against the counter, watching her work, her hands moving fast, confident, like she’d cooked eggs in the middle of the night a hundred times. She flipped the spatula, cracking two more for herself, and tossed the shells into the sink with a clink, the sound sharp against the sizzle.
“Runny yolks are such a lazy choice—scrambled takes skill, you know,” she said, grinning, her eyes flicking to him. “But fine, I’ll cater to your delicate tastes.” She slid his eggs onto a plate—yolks intact, edges crispy—and handed it to him, her fingers lingering on his for a beat. “There you go—don’t say I never did anything nice for you.”
“Thanks—appreciate the five-star service,” he said, taking the plate, the warmth seeping into his hands. The toaster popped, the bread jumping up golden brown, and he grabbed the slices, juggling them hot between his fingers, dropping two onto her plate, two onto his. “Butter still in the fridge?”
“Yeah, grab it—unless you’re too fancy for it now,” she said, already digging into her eggs with a fork she’d snatched from the drawer, the metal scraping as she pulled it out. She leaned against the counter, one hip cocked, eating standing up like sitting was too much effort. Ethan opened the fridge again, the cold air hitting his face, and pulled out the butter tub, smearing some onto his toast, the knife scraping loud against the crust.
They ate side by side, the kitchen quiet except for the clink of forks and the fridge’s hum. Jess shoveled eggs into her mouth, chewing loud, then took a bite of toast, crumbs tumbling onto her chest, dusting her bikini top. She brushed them off, smirking when she caught him watching. “What’s your deal? You’ve been staring all night—am I that messy, or are you just hungry for something else?” she said, her voice teasing, mouth still half-full.
“You’re a total pig when you eat—crumbs everywhere, it’s like feeding a toddler,” he said, grinning, and took a bite of his own, the yolk bursting warm and rich on his tongue. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, leaning closer to nudge her shoulder, his arm brushing hers. “But yeah, it’s damn good—better than I’d manage half-asleep.”
“Damn right it’s good—I’m a pro at this late-night cooking gig,” she said, swallowing hard. She set her plate down, half-finished, and grabbed a glass from the cabinet, the door banging shut. She filled it with water from the sink, chugging it down, her throat working fast, then wiped her mouth with her wrist, water dripping onto her chest. “Beach sex works up a hell of an appetite—burned more calories out there than I have all week.”
Ethan snorted, setting his plate next to hers, the ceramic clinking. “No kidding—between the sand and you three, I’m surprised I’m still standing,” he said, grabbing a napkin from the counter, wiping his hands, and tossing it into the trash under the sink, the lid snapping shut. The memory of the beach hit him—Clare’s laugh, Jess’s grip, Victoria’s hands—and his boxers tightened, his dick stirring. He shifted, adjusting himself quick, trying to play it cool.
Jess caught the move, her smirk widening. “Oh, you’re still revved up, huh? Can’t get that beach out of your head, can you?” she said, rinsing her plate, water splashing against the steel, and setting it in the drying rack with a clatter. “You’re insatiable—thought we wore you out.”
“Says the one who kept going for seconds out there,” he said, crossing his arms, leaning back against the counter. “You started that whole thing—don’t act like I’m the only one still feeling it.” His eyes flicked to her chest, the bikini top shifting as she moved, then back up, catching her grin.
“Guilty as charged—I’m not denying it was worth every damn second,” she said, turning off the water and drying her hands on a dish towel, tossing it onto the counter with a slap. She leaned back, stretching her arms over her head, her top lifting to show the curve of her stomach. “Totally worth it, sand and all.”
“Yeah, no argument there—it was a hell of a night,” he agreed, his gaze lingering, the kitchen feeling smaller, the air warm from the stove, the buzz of it all settling thick between them. Clare’s giggles had faded upstairs, the shower a faint hum through the walls. Victoria was probably out by now. It was just them, the quiet stretching out.
Jess tilted her head, studying him, her smirk softening. “So, you’re really not tired yet, are you? I can see it—you’re still wired, thinking about round two already,” she said, her voice dropping, teasing but with an edge of intent. She stepped closer, her bare feet silent on the tile, stopping an inch away, her hip brushing his, warm through his boxers.
“Nah, not even close—I’ve got too much adrenaline pumping after all that to crash now,” he said, his pulse kicking up, her closeness stirring him again. “What about you? You’re still standing here, looking ready for more.”
She grinned, slow and deliberate, grabbing his hand, her fingers tight around his, her skin hot. “Oh, I’m nowhere near done tonight—let’s take this upstairs and see how much trouble we can get into,” she said, tugging him toward the stairs, her grip firm, pulling him along.
He followed, her fingers locked with his, the hardwood cool under his feet as they climbed, each step creaking under their weight. She pushed open his bedroom door, the hinges groaning, and flicked on the lamp by the bed, a soft glow washing over the rumpled sheets, still messy from last night. Clare’s coconut scent lingered, but Jess’s minty shampoo cut through it as she kicked the door shut with her heel, the thud solid.
She turned, hands slamming onto his chest, pushing him back until his legs hit the bed frame. “Sit down—I’m driving this one,” she said, her voice low and commanding, and he did, the mattress sinking under his weight, springs squeaking. She straddled his lap, her bikini bottom pressing hard against his boxers, grinding against his growing erection, and kissed him—slow, deep, her tongue sliding against his, tasting of eggs and heat. His hands found her hips, fingers digging into her skin, and she grinned against his mouth, pulling back just enough to untie her top, the fabric slipping free.
“Round two sounds good to you, right? Because I’m not stopping ‘til we’re both wrecked,” he said, smirking, his hands sliding up her sides as the bikini top fell away, her bare skin warm under his palms.
“Round two it is—let’s see if you can keep up with me,” she said, pushing him flat onto the bed, her weight pinning him down, her grin wicked. The night was far from over.




Chapter 6

His boxers were still on, damp from the beach and the kitchen heat, clinging to his thighs like a second skin. Clare’s sheer cover-up crumpled beside them, a stray flip-flop half-buried underneath. Jess straddled his hips, her knees sinking into the mattress on either side of him, her black bikini bottom pressing firm against his groin, the friction stirring him awake down there. She’d just untied her top, the straps slipping off her shoulders with a slow slide, and she tossed it aside, the fabric fluttering to the floor with a faint rustle. Her breasts were bare now, firm and tanned from the cruise, nipples hardening in the cool air, catching the light.
She smirked down at him, her damp hair falling over one shoulder, the ends brushing his chest, tickling his skin with a damp chill. “You’re staring at me like I’m some kind of prize—caught you red-handed,” she said, her voice low and teasing, a playful edge cutting through the quiet. Her hands flattened against his pecs, fingers splaying wide, nails scraping lightly as she leaned in, her breath warm on his face.
“It’s damn hard not to when you’re putting on a show like that,” he said, his hands sliding up her thighs, feeling the smooth, tight muscle under his palms, still warm from the day. He squeezed, his thumbs pressing into the crease where her legs met her hips, and she shifted, grinding down just enough to make him groan, a low rumble in his throat. His dick twitched in his boxers, already half-hard from their kitchen flirting, and he smirked back, meeting her eyes. “You’re not exactly playing subtle here either—rubbing up on me like you want round two already.”
“Good—I’d be pissed if you didn’t notice how much I’m into this,” she said, bending down to kiss him, her lips hitting his slow and firm, no rush in it. Her tongue slipped in, tasting the eggs and beer still lingering on his breath, a salty-bitter mix that made the kiss messy and real. He kissed her back, one hand sliding to her lower back, fingers digging into the dip above her ass, pulling her closer until her chest pressed against his, her nipples brushing his skin, hard and hot through the contact.
She pulled back, her breath hot against his mouth, and sat up, her weight settling heavier on his hips, pinning him down. Her hands slid down his chest, tracing the lines of his abs, nails catching faintly, then hooked into the waistband of his boxers, tugging them down an inch, her fingertips grazing his skin, teasing the edge of his pubic hair. “These have got to go—I’m not working around damp laundry tonight,” she said, her voice rougher now, a smirk tugging at her lips. He lifted his hips, the bed creaking again under the shift, and she yanked the boxers off, dragging them past his knees, the fabric catching briefly. He kicked them free, the damp cotton bunching at the foot of the bed, and lay back, bare now, his cock up against his stomach, thick and ready.
Jess grinned, tossing her hair back with a quick shake of her head, droplets flicking onto his chest. “Now that’s a hell of a lot better—look at you, all laid out for me,” she said, sliding off him to shimmy out of her bikini bottom. She hooked her thumbs into the sides, pulling it down slow, the black fabric peeling away from her hips, then her thighs, revealing the trimmed patch between her legs, until it hit the floor with a soft slap. She stepped out of it, one foot at a time, her movements deliberate, and climbed back onto the bed, kneeling beside him. Her skin was still sandy in spots, grains stuck to her calves from the beach, and she brushed at them absently, smirking when she caught him watching, her eyes glinting.
“You’re a total mess—sand everywhere, like you rolled in it on purpose,” he said, propping himself on one elbow, his free hand reaching for her waist, fingers curling around her hip. He pulled her closer, her knee bumping his thigh, and ran his fingers up her side, feeling the curve of her ribs, then the swell of her breast, heavy in his palm. He cupped it, his thumb rubbing her nipple, circling the hard peak, and she sucked in a breath, her smirk softening, her chest arching into his touch.
“Says the guy with sand stuck in his hair like a damn beachcomber,” she shot back, leaning into his hand, her voice catching slightly. “At least I’m not shedding it all over the bed—yet.” She swung one leg over him again, straddling his thighs this time, her hands bracing on his chest as she settled in, her pussy hovering just above his cock, close but not touching, the heat radiating off her. He groaned, his hands gripping her hips, trying to pull her down, but she resisted, smirking again. “Hold your horses, architect—we’ve got all night, no need to rush this.”
“You’re such a tease—dragging this out just to mess with me,” he muttered, but he grinned, letting his hands slide up her back, fingers spreading wide to feel every inch of her smooth skin, still tacky with salt. She leaned down, kissing him again, slower this time, her tongue tracing his bottom lip, teasing it open before slipping inside, deep and lazy. He met her halfway, his hands roaming—down her spine, over her ass, squeezing hard enough to make her gasp into his mouth, a sharp little sound that lit him up.
She broke the kiss, sitting up, her hair falling around her face like a dark curtain, framing her grin. “You’re getting handsy as hell tonight—I like it when you can’t keep ‘em off me,” she said, her voice rougher, thick with want, her hands sliding to his shoulders, pinning him down with firm pressure. She shifted forward, lining herself up, and sank onto him slow, her pussy swallowing his cock inch by inch, tight and wet around him. Ethan cursed under his breath, his head tipping back into the pillow, the heat and pressure slamming into him like a fist. She paused, fully seated, her thighs trembling against his hips, and let out a low, “Fuck, that feels so damn good.”
“Shit, yeah—it’s unreal how you fit me,” he managed, his hands clamping onto her hips, fingers digging into her skin, anchoring her there. She started moving, slow rolls of her hips, her hands braced on his chest for leverage, nails biting into his pecs. The bed creaked with each shift, the headboard tapping the wall in a faint rhythm, and he matched her pace, thrusting up to meet her, his abs flexing under her palms, sweat starting to bead on his skin.
Jess laughed, breathy and sharp, her head tilting back as she picked up speed, her hair swaying. “You’re gonna wake up the whole damn house if you keep banging that headboard,” she said, grinning down at him, her breasts bouncing with each thrust, sweat glistening on her chest in the lamplight. He reached up, cupping them, thumbs flicking her nipples, rolling them under his fingers, and she moaned, louder than she meant to, clapping a hand over her mouth, laughing through it.
“Let ‘em hear—I don’t give a damn if they know what we’re up to,” he said, smirking, his voice gravelly, thick with strain. He sat up, wrapping an arm around her waist, pulling her chest flush against his, her tits pressing into him. Her legs adjusted, knees digging deeper into the mattress, and she rode him harder, her breath hitching against his neck, hot and fast. He kissed her shoulder, tasting salt and sweat, then her jaw, her lips, his tongue sliding against hers as she moved, wet and messy.
She pulled back, her hands cupping his face, holding him still, her eyes locking on his, dark and intense. “You’re too fucking good at this—I’m losing my mind here,” she said, half-laughing, half-gasping, her hips slowing to a deep grind, working him in tight circles. He thrust up, deep and deliberate, burying himself to the hilt, and her eyes fluttered shut, a soft “Oh, shit” slipping out. He did it again, watching her unravel, her guard dropping, her smirk fading into something raw and open, her breath shuddering.
“Jess, come on—let go for me,” he said, his voice low, one hand sliding between them, fingers finding her clit, slick and swollen. He rubbed slow circles, matching her rhythm, and she shuddered, her nails digging into his shoulders, carving half-moons into his skin. “I’ve got you—give it up,” he murmured, kissing her neck, his teeth grazing the sensitive spot under her ear, a light scrape.
She groaned, her rhythm faltering, and leaned into him, her forehead pressing against his, her breath ragged, hitching. “Fuck, Ethan—you’re killing me with that, don’t stop,” she whispered, her hands sliding to his back, clutching him tight, nails raking down his spine. She came hard, her body locking up, a low moan spilling out as her pussy clenched around his cock, pulsing tight and wet. He kept moving, slow and steady, dragging it out, his fingers still working her clit until she slumped against him, panting, her weight heavy in his arms.
He flipped her onto her back, the bed bouncing as she hit the sheets, her hair fanning out on the pillow, dark against the white. She laughed, breathless, her legs wrapping around his waist, pulling him in deep. “Alright, your turn—go for it, I wanna feel you lose it,” she said, grinning up at him, her hands gripping his ass, guiding him harder, her fingers digging in. He thrust deep, the headboard smacking the wall louder now, a steady thump, and she bit her lip, her eyes half-lidded, watching him, daring him.
“Shit, Jess—you’re pushing me over the edge here,” he grunted, his hands bracing on either side of her head, the mattress squeaking under them, loud and frantic. She tightened her legs, urging him on, her heels pressing into his back, and he lost it, coming with a low groan, his hips jerking as he spilled into her, hot and thick. He collapsed, his weight pinning her down, his face buried in her neck, breathing hard, his chest heaving against hers.
They lay there, tangled, the room quiet except for their gasps and the faint hum of the lamp, the air thick with sweat and sex. Jess ran her fingers through his hair, tugging lightly, and chuckled, her voice hoarse. “You might actually be dangerous with those hands—I’m wrecked, and you’re still grinning like an asshole,” she said, teasing, her breath warm against his ear.
He lifted his head, smirking down at her, his hair sticking to his forehead. “Might be? Thought I proved that already,” he said, kissing her slow and lazy, tasting the sweat on her lips, salty and sharp. He rolled off, landing on his back beside her, the sheets a mess, half off the bed, sand gritty under his shoulders. He didn’t care, too spent to move.
She turned onto her side, propping her head on one hand, her elbow sinking into the pillow, her skin flushed. “You’re gonna kill me one of these days, you know that? Death by sex—honestly, not the worst way to check out,” she said, tracing a finger down his chest, circling a nipple, her touch light but deliberate.
He laughed, catching her hand and pulling it to his mouth, kissing her knuckles, his lips brushing her skin. “You’d survive it—you’re tougher than me, hands down,” he said, his voice softening, the buzz fading into something calmer.
“Damn right I am—takes more than you to take me out,” she said, grinning, shifting closer, her leg hooking over his, her skin warm and sticky against his. “But I’m not moving yet—this is too good right now.”
“Fine by me,” he said, his arm sliding under her, pulling her into his side, her weight settling against him. She nestled in, her head on his chest, her breath slowing as the adrenaline drained away. He reached over, fumbling for the lamp switch, his fingers clumsy, and clicked it off, plunging the room into darkness.
“Goodnight—don’t hog the covers, you greedy bastard,” she mumbled, her voice thick, already half-asleep, her arm draping over his stomach.
“Night—same to you, lightweight,” he said, his hand resting on her hip, fingers splayed across her skin, warm and solid. He closed his eyes, her weight grounding him, and let sleep pull him under, the sand and sweat fading into the dark.




Chapter 7

Ethan woke up to sunlight stabbing through the blinds, slicing across his face like a damn spotlight. He squinted, groaning low in his throat, and rolled onto his side, the sheets twisting around his legs, catching on his knees. The room smelled like sweat and salt, a messy, heady reminder of their late-night tumble. He rubbed his eyes with the heel of his hand, the grit stinging, then checked the clock on the nightstand—10:47 a.m. Late for him, but after the beach and Jess riding him into oblivion, he wasn’t shocked.
He slid out of bed, the mattress creaking as he stood, his feet hitting the hardwood with a soft thud, cool against his soles. He grabbed a clean T-shirt from the dresser—navy, slightly wrinkled from being shoved in the drawer—and pulled it over his head, the cotton sticking to his back from the lingering heat in the room.
The kitchen was quiet, the frying pan from last night still in the sink, egg scraps dried hard on the rim, a crusty yellow stain. Clare’s flip-flops were kicked off by the back door, one upside down, the sole scuffed, and the cooler sat untouched by the couch, condensation pooling in a puddle beneath it, soaking the rug. Ethan grabbed a glass from the cabinet, the door squeaking as it swung open, and filled it with water from the tap, the faucet sputtering briefly. He chugged it, the cold hitting his dry throat like a lifeline, then refilled it, the glass sweating in his hand, and stepped outside, the door banging shut behind him.
The pool glittered in the late-morning sun, the water flat and blue, a few stray leaves floating lazily on the surface, bobbing in the breeze. Clare and Jess were already out there, drifting on inflatable rings—Clare’s a pink donut with sprinkles, chipped from overuse, Jess’s a plain black tube, scuffed but sturdy. Clare’s red bikini was back on, the strings tied loose, slipping as she paddled with her hands, her legs dangling over the edge, kicking up lazy splashes that rippled out. Jess had her bikini top retied, her hair pulled into a messy bun, strands escaping to stick to her neck, and she leaned back, eyes closed, one arm trailing in the water, fingers cutting faint lines. The speaker sat on the pool deck, playing some chill pop song, the bass thumping softly, vibrating the concrete.
Ethan set his glass on the patio table, the metal clinking as it touched down, and grabbed a chair from the stack by the fence, the aluminum frame rattling. He dragged it over, the legs scraping the concrete with a harsh grind, and plopped down in the shade of the umbrella, stretching his legs out, his jeans pulling tight. “Morning, you waterlogged troublemakers,” he said, his voice rough from sleep, scratching at the back of his throat.
Clare grinned, spinning her float toward him, water dripping off her fingers as she waved, the droplets catching the sun. “Hey, sleepyhead—you totally missed breakfast again, you’re making it a habit now,” she said, flicking her hand to send a spray of water his way, laughing bright and loud when he flinched, wiping his arm on his shirt, the damp spot spreading. “We had pancakes—burned half of them, but still.”
“Had eggs with Jess last night—didn’t need your charred leftovers,” he said, smirking, leaning back in the chair, the frame creaking under him. “Sounds like I dodged a bullet anyway.”
Jess cracked one eye open, smirking back, her float drifting closer as she paddled with one hand, bumping Clare’s donut with a soft thud. “Yeah, you held your own just fine in the kitchen—didn’t hear any complaints then,” she said, resting her chin on her arms, water beading on her shoulders, glistening in the light. “But damn, you look like hell today—guess I really wore you out last night, huh?”
“You’re the one who kept me up, so whose fault is that exactly?” he shot back, grabbing his glass and taking a sip, the lukewarm water cutting through the fog in his head. “Not that I’m complaining—you’re worth the wreckage.”
“Damn right it’s my fault—I take full credit for that masterpiece of a night,” she said, grinning wide, and splashed him lightly, the water hitting his jeans, darkening the denim in splotches. “Totally worth it, though—wouldn’t change a thing.”
Clare giggled, kicking her legs harder, her float spinning in a wobbly circle, water sloshing over the edge. “You two were loud as hell—I swear I heard the bed creaking all the way from my room, thought the house was gonna cave in or something,” she said, wiping a hand across her face, smearing water over her cheeks. “Next time, maybe put a sock on the door so I know to brace myself.”
Ethan snorted, setting the glass down with a soft clink, the table wobbling slightly. “You’re exaggerating—pretty sure you were just dreaming about earthquakes,” he said, leaning forward, elbows on his knees, smirking at her over the edge of the table.
“No way, I’m dead serious—you’re lucky Victoria sleeps like she’s in a coma,” she said, sticking her tongue out, her float drifting as she kicked again, sending more splashes toward Jess, who swore under her breath.
Victoria stepped out then, the door closing behind her with a sharp thud. She’d swapped her swimsuit for a white tank top and denim shorts, her hair loose and damp from a shower, curling at the ends. She carried two iced coffees in plastic cups, condensation dripping down the sides, pooling on her fingers, and a pair of sunglasses perched on her head, slipping slightly. “Actually, I don’t sleep that deep—I just didn’t have the energy to care about your noise last night,” she said, her voice dry but tinged with amusement, cutting through the morning air. She handed one coffee to Ethan, the ice rattling as he took it, and settled into the chair next to him, crossing her legs, the shorts riding up her thighs.
“Thanks—perfect timing, I needed something stronger than water,” he said, sipping through the straw, the sweet, strong coffee hitting his tongue just right. “You’re up earlier than I expected after all that.”
“Couldn’t sleep past nine—too much sand in my bed, it’s like I smuggled the whole beach back with me,” she said, leaning back. “Kept waking up feeling like I was exfoliating in my sleep.”
Jess laughed, paddling her float in a slow circle, water dripping from her fingers as she moved. “That’s what you get for rolling around out there like a rookie—should’ve known better than to dive in headfirst,” she said, smirking, her bun wobbling as she tilted her head. “Takes a pro to handle that without turning into a sand trap.”
“Oh, please, like you’re the expert—pretty sure you were just as covered in it last night,” Victoria shot back, smirking, taking a sip of her coffee, the ice clinking against the plastic. She adjusted her sunglasses, sliding them down over her eyes, the lenses flashing in the sun. “Still, I haven’t felt this grounded in years—kind of weird, right, after all that craziness?”
Ethan glanced at her, catching the soft edge in her voice, a hint of something real under the sarcasm. “Yeah, it’s strange how it all settles in, but it’s a good kind of weird,” he said, setting his coffee on the table, the cup sweating onto the metal. “Feels right somehow.” He leaned forward, elbows on his knees, watching Clare splash Jess, who swore and splashed back, their floats rocking, water flying.
Clare grinned, wiping water off her face with a quick swipe, her fingers glistening. “You’re all getting sappy on me today—what’s next, we all hold hands and sing about our feelings?” she said, kicking her legs again, her float spinning faster, sending ripples across the pool. “I’m not signing up for that mushy stuff.”
“Don’t tempt me—I’d make you lead the chorus just to watch you squirm,” Jess said, smirking, and lunged at Clare’s float, tipping it with a quick shove. Clare yelped, flailing as she slid off, hitting the water with a splash, her donut spinning away like a lost toy. She surfaced, laughing hard, and grabbed Jess’s leg, tugging her under too, her hands slipping on Jess’s wet skin. They wrestled, water flying, their bikinis shifting as they grappled, and Ethan chuckled, shaking his head, the sound low and easy.
“Acting like a couple of kids out there,” he muttered, sipping his coffee again, the straw gurgling as he hit the bottom. Victoria smirked beside him, her fingers tapping the armrest, her shorts creeping higher as she shifted, her legs brushing the chair’s edge.
“They’re a blast to watch—keeps things lively around here,” she said, her voice low, almost to herself, a quiet warmth sneaking in. She glanced at him, her sunglasses hiding her eyes, but he felt the weight of her look anyway. “This whole thing—it’s nice, you know? All of it, sand and all.”
“Yeah, you get used to it,” he said, meeting her hidden gaze—or where he guessed it was. He reached over, his hand brushing hers on the armrest, her skin cool from the coffee cup, soft under his fingers, and he squeezed lightly, letting go when Clare’s shout cut through the air.
“Ethan, help me out here—Jess is being a total bully again!” she called, giggling as Jess dunked her under once more, water splashing onto the deck, soaking the speaker. “She’s relentless!”
“You’re holding your own just fine—don’t drag me into your splash war,” he said, grinning, but he stood anyway, kicking off his sneakers, the soles thumping the concrete. The surface was hot under his feet, burning through his soles, and he tugged his shirt over his head, tossing it onto the chair, the fabric landing in a heap. He stepped to the edge, the water rippling below, and jumped in, cannonball-style, tucking his knees as he hit, the splash huge, soaking Clare and Jess, who swore and laughed, their floats spinning away in the chaos.
He surfaced, shaking water out of his hair, droplets flying, and swam over, grabbing Clare’s float to steady it, the rubber slick under his hands. She climbed back on, her bikini top slipping low, barely hanging on, and smirked down at him. “My hero—you swooped in just in time to save the day,” she said, flicking water at his face, the drops hitting his cheeks.
Jess paddled closer, her bun half-undone now. “You’re such a sucker for her damsel act—falls for it every time, don’t you?” she said, splashing him again, harder this time, the water stinging his eyes. He lunged, catching her wrist, and tugged her off her float, pulling her under with him, her laugh bubbling up through the surface. She kicked free, surfacing with a cackle, and shoved his shoulder, water dripping off her chin, glistening in the sun.
Victoria watched from the chair, sipping her coffee, her smirk growing as she set the cup down with a clink. “You’re all completely ridiculous—I should’ve brought popcorn for this show,” she said, standing and unbuttoning her shorts, sliding them off to reveal teal bikini bottoms, the denim falling to her feet. Her tank top came next, pulled over her head in one smooth motion, leaving her in a matching top, her skin still pale from the city. She stepped to the edge, her toes curling over the lip, and jumped in, a clean dive that barely rippled the water, slicing through like a pro.
She surfaced near Ethan, her hair slicked back, and grinned, treading water with easy strokes. “Way better than sitting on the sidelines,” she said, swimming closer, her shoulder brushing his, a light nudge under the surface. He caught her waist, pulling her in, her legs tangling with his, slippery and warm, and kissed her—quick, firm, tasting coffee and chlorine on her lips. She kissed back, her hands pressing his chest, then pulled away, smiling, her breath quick.
Clare cannonballed in next, a messy splash that hit everyone, water exploding outward, and laughed as she surfaced, shaking water out of her ears, her hands flapping. “Oops,” she said, grinning wide, and swam to Jess, wrapping her arms around her from behind, clinging tight. Jess groaned but didn’t push her off, letting Clare hang on as they floated together, their floats bobbing nearby.
Ethan leaned back against the pool wall, the water lapping at his chest, and watched them—Clare giggling like a kid, Jess smirking through her fake annoyance, Victoria treading water beside him, her presence steady. The sun beat down, the speaker hummed its lazy tune, and the moment felt relaxed, loose, like the night before had locked something solid into place. He reached for Victoria again, his hand finding hers under the water, fingers touching hers, and she squeezed back, her smile small but real, her grip firm.




Chapter 8

Ethan sat at his desk in the upstairs office, the chair creaking as he shifted his weight, the leather groaning under him like it was tired of his fidgeting. The room was quiet, the only sounds the faint hum of the laptop fan, a low buzz in the corner, and the distant crash of waves filtering through the cracked window, a salty breeze sneaking in, ruffling the blinds. Sunlight streamed through, slanting across the oak desk, catching dust motes that floated lazily in the air. His navy T-shirt was still damp from the pool, clinging to his shoulders, the fabric cool and heavy. He’d kicked off his sneakers downstairs, leaving his bare feet planted on the hardwood, toes curling against the cool, smooth grain to ground himself. The iced coffee Victoria had given him sat on the desk, half-melted ice sweating onto a coaster, the straw bent and chewed from too many distracted sips.
He leaned forward, elbows resting on the desk, the wood digging into his skin, and rubbed his hands over his face, stubble scratching his palms, rough from a couple days’ neglect. The pool had been a solid distraction—Clare’s cannonball splashing, Jess’s smirk slicing through it, Victoria’s quiet smile anchoring the mess—but now he was alone, and his brain wouldn’t shut off, buzzing like a live wire that wouldn’t quit. Victoria’s firm idea from earlier still nagged at him, a loose thread he couldn’t tie down, tugging at his focus, pulling him back to the fire that had gutted Clare and Jess’s place next door. He grabbed the laptop, the plastic warm under his fingers from sitting in the sun, and flipped it open, the screen flickering to life with a soft hum. The CAD software Jess had forced on him stared back, a blank grid waiting for him to do something—anything. He sighed, running a hand through his damp hair, fingers catching in the tangles, and clicked the mouse, the cursor blinking impatiently on the screen.
Downstairs, he could hear faint laughter—Clare’s high-pitched giggle piercing the air, Jess’s dry retort snapping back, the clink of a glass hitting the table, sharp and careless. They were probably still by the pool, drying off or raiding the fridge again, turning his kitchen into a war zone. He smirked, picturing Clare sprawled on a towel, legs kicking the air, Jess rolling her eyes at her like a fed-up babysitter, Victoria maybe reading, legs crossed, that calm energy she carried like armor keeping her steady. The thought settled him, a warm weight in his chest, and he turned back to the screen, clicking through the toolbar. Jess had walked him through it yesterday, her teasing voice still echoing in his head, calling him a caveman for sticking to pencils. He dragged a line across the grid, shaky but straight, and started sketching a wall, then another, a rough box taking shape, edges wobbling as his hand adjusted to the mouse.
He paused, leaning back, the chair squeaking again, a sharp protest from the old springs. The CAD stuff was faster, he’d give Jess that—cleaner than his old blueprints, no pencil smudges or eraser crumbs littering the drafting table. But it felt sterile, too precise for the way his mind worked, all instinct and rough edges. Still, Victoria’s words earlier—about building something new—stuck with him, and an idea sparked. He clicked the line tool again, dragging out a wide porch, the kind they could all sprawl on, beers in hand. Another click, and he added big windows along the front, imagining Clare’s books stacked by one, sunlight pouring in. He sketched a second floor, rough and blocky, tossing in a skylight over what could be a bedroom—big enough for all of them, tangled together like they’d ended up before. Downstairs, he roughed out a kitchen, stretching the counter space long for Jess to boss around, smirking as he pictured Clare burning toast in it. It was sloppy—walls uneven, angles off—but it was a start, something real forming under his hands.
He zoomed out, the design sprawling across the grid, a two-story beach house taking shape, simple but solid. He clicked the rectangle tool, adding a deck out back, wide enough for a grill, the pool view stretching beyond it in his mind. His fingers moved faster now, instinct kicking in, sketching a nook off the living room for Clare’s junk, a staircase that didn’t quite line up yet. He leaned forward again, tweaking the porch, dragging it wider, the lines snapping into place—still rough, but it felt like theirs, a rebuild rising from the ashes in his head.
The door creaked open behind him, a slow groan cutting through the quiet, and he flinched, minimizing the window fast, the screen snapping back to the blank grid with a click. Jess stepped in, her bikini top still on, the black straps tight against her shoulders, a towel wrapped around her waist, dripping water onto the floor in soft plops, leaving wet spots. Her hair was loose now, wet strands sticking to her shoulders, dark against her tanned skin, and she carried a beer in one hand, the bottle sweating as much as his coffee had. “Hey, didn’t expect to find you holed up here—what’s with the hermit act all of a sudden?” she said, kicking the door shut with her heel, the thud soft but firm, cutting off the downstairs noise.
“I’m not hiding out—just up here messing with some stuff,” he said, leaning back, his hands resting on the desk, fingers tapping the edge, trying to play it cool. “Needed a break from the pool madness you three were stirring up.”
She raised an eyebrow, crossing the room with slow steps, her bare feet leaving damp prints on the hardwood, faint and fleeting. “Bullshit,” she said, setting the beer on the desk next to his coffee, the glass clinking sharp against the wood. “You’re brooding again—I can see it in that furrowed brow and the way you’re hunched over like you’re plotting something. What’s going on up here?” She leaned her hip against the edge, her towel slipping an inch, showing the curve of her thigh, and smirked when she caught him looking, her eyes glinting with mischief.
“Alright, you caught me—I’m not exactly meditating up here,” he said, smirking back, his eyes flicking up to hers, holding her gaze steady. “Just messing around with that CAD crap you shoved down my throat yesterday—thought I’d give it a spin.”
“Good—about time you put it to use instead of scratching doodles on napkins like a Neanderthal,” she said, nodding at the screen, her tone teasing but approving. “Come on, show me what you’ve been tinkering with—I need to see if you’re actually learning anything or just making a mess.” She reached for the laptop, her arm brushing his, warm and damp from the pool, and he grabbed her wrist, stopping her, his fingers firm but gentle, a quick reflex.
“Whoa, hang on a second—it’s not ready for your critical eye yet,” he said, letting go fast, his hand dropping to the desk. “Give me a minute to figure out what I’ve even got here—it’s still a work in progress.”
She tilted her head, her smirk fading into something sharper, curiosity narrowing her eyes as she studied him. “What’s not ready? You’re acting like you’ve got some top-secret project brewing up here,” she said, glancing at the screen, then back at him, her voice dropping with suspicion. “You’re hiding something from me—spill it, architect, or I’ll start poking around myself and find out the hard way.”
He sighed, rubbing the back of his neck, his fingers tangling in his damp hair, tugging at the knots as he gave in. “Fine, you win—I’ve been screwing around with an idea and didn’t want to say anything until it made some damn sense,” he said, clicking the laptop to pull the design back up, the rough sketch sprawling across the screen—walls, windows, the porch he’d just widened, all jagged and unpolished. “Take a look—I started it just now, thinking about what we could do next door.”
Jess leaned in, her shoulder pressing his, her breath catching as she stared, her eyes widening at the messy lines. “Wait a damn minute—is this what I think it is? Are these plans for our house?” she said, her voice dropping, her hand hovering over the mouse, fingers twitching with excitement. She clicked the zoom, the porch filling the screen, and traced a finger along the shaky lines, her towel slipping lower, forgotten, pooling around her hips.
“Yeah, that’s exactly what it is—just roughed it out right now, thinking about after the fire,” he said, watching her face—her eyes wide, her smirk gone, replaced by something softer, unguarded, like she couldn’t believe it. “Figured you and Clare deserved something better than what got torched, so I started sketching—literally just threw it together.”
She straightened up, her hand dropping to her side, the beer forgotten on the desk, the bottle sweating onto the wood, leaving a wet ring. “Holy shit, Ethan—this is insane, you didn’t have to whip this up out of nowhere for us,” she said, turning to him, her voice quiet but firm, a rare crack in her usual edge breaking through. “I mean, seriously, you just sat down and did this? It’s huge.”
“I wanted to—felt like the right thing after you guys lost everything,” he said, shrugging, his hands resting on his thighs, fingers tapping. “Thought I could build it back, make it better—for all of us, not just some quick fix. It’s rough as hell, but it’s a start.”
She stared at him, then the screen, then back at him, her lips twitching into a small grin, a flicker of her usual fire sparking back. “You’re a total sap, you know that? A sneaky-ass sap pulling this out of your hat like it’s nothing,” she said, nudging his shoulder with her fist, light but real, her knuckles brushing his arm. “How long did this take you—just now, really? You’re nuts.”
“Yeah, just now—been at it maybe twenty minutes, tops,” he said, smirking, leaning back in the chair, the frame creaking under him. “Didn’t plan it out—started doodling and it turned into this. Still needs a ton of work to be anything decent.”
“It’s fucking great already—look at this, it’s got everything we’d want,” she said, leaning over again, her towel slipping to the floor, leaving her in just the bikini. She clicked through the design, spinning the view—kitchen, bedrooms, a deck out back—her grin growing wider. “Check this out—counter space for days, Clare’s gonna lose her damn mind burning stuff in here, and I’m already claiming that deck.”
He laughed, the sound low and easy, leaning back further, the chair protesting with another squeak. “Yeah, that’s the whole plan—keep her contained so she doesn’t torch the neighborhood,” he said, watching her fiddle with the screen, her excitement lighting up the room. “Figured you’d want the deck for your grill obsession.”
Jess smirked, stepping between his legs, her hands slamming onto the desk, bracketing him in, her bare thighs brushing his pants, warm and close. “You’re too good at this sneaky shit—whipping up a house like some kind of secret architect ninja right under our noses,” she said, her voice low, teasing again. “You’ve got to show Clare and Victoria tonight—they need to see this raw masterpiece you just threw together.”
“Tonight? I was thinking I’d hold off until it’s cleaned up a bit more—less of a mess,” he said, raising an eyebrow, his hands settling on her hips, fingers touching the bikini strings, the fabric damp against her skin. “No point in showing something this half-baked yet.”
“No way, it’s happening tonight—they deserve to see what you’ve kicked off here,” she said, poking his chest with one finger, her nail digging in, sharp and playful. “Clare’s gonna bawl her eyes out, Victoria’s gonna geek out over the bones of it—it’s perfect even like this.” She grabbed the mouse, clicking a wall, dragging it wider. “Here, add a window—more light’ll make it pop.”
He snorted, taking the mouse from her, their fingers brushing, a quick spark of contact that jolted him. “You’re so damn bossy—can’t just let me run the show for five minutes, can you?” he said, but he did it, clicking a window into place, the design shifting on the screen, the new lines snapping in rough but bold. She watched, nodding, her grin stretching wider, infectious.
“See? Way better—I’ve got an eye for this stuff, and you know it,” she said, stepping back, picking up her beer, the bottle cold in her grip, condensation dripping. She took a swig, tilting it back, and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, foam clinging to her skin.
He closed the laptop, the click loud in the quiet, and stood, his chair rolling back with a scrape, the sound grating. “Tonight it is—you’re helping me sell it to them, though, since you’re so hyped.”
“Deal—I’m your hype girl for this one, no question,” she said, grinning, grabbing her towel and slinging it over her shoulder, the damp fabric slapping her skin, leaving a wet mark. “Let’s go round ‘em up—dinner’s on you, architect, so don’t cheap out.” She headed for the door, her hips swaying, water dripping in her wake, and he followed, the weight of the laptop under his arm solid and real.




Chapter 9

Ethan stood in the kitchen, the tile cool and smooth under his bare feet, a dish towel slung over his shoulder, the fabric damp from wiping the counter earlier. The stove hissed as he flipped a burger in the frying pan, grease popping onto his forearm, a sharp sting that made him wince. He wiped it off with the towel, the grease smearing into a dark streak, and adjusted the flame, twisting the knob until the blue ring shrank under the pan, the sizzle softening. His navy T-shirt was still damp from the pool, clinging to his chest, outlining his pecs, and his boxers—sand-free now after a rinse—peeked out above his jeans, which he’d pulled on after the office. The clock on the wall ticked past 6:30 p.m., the hands clicking steadily, the sky outside darkening to a deep blue through the window, stars just starting to poke through the haze.
The back door creaked open, a slow groan, and Jess stepped in, her bikini swapped for a loose tank top and shorts, the cotton hanging off her frame, her hair still damp but combed out, hanging straight down her back, brushing her shoulders. She carried a string of fairy lights coiled around her arm, the bulbs clinking faintly as she dropped them onto the counter with a soft thud, the tangle sprawling across the tile. “Found these buried in the garage under a pile of junk,” she said, brushing her hands on her shorts, leaving faint damp streaks. “Thought we could string them up outside—class up the patio a bit for your big reveal tonight.”
Ethan smirked, sliding the burger onto a plate next to three others, the meat steaming, juices pooling under the patties, the buns already toasted and stacked nearby, golden and crisp. “Classy’s not exactly the vibe I’m aiming for with this crew,” he said, grabbing a spatula from the drawer, the handle banging against the edge as he yanked it out, the metal scraping. “Just hoping Clare doesn’t get any bright ideas and burn the place down with those lights.”
“She won’t—she’s too busy raiding your closet again to start any fires,” Jess said, smirking back, and grabbed a beer from the fridge, the door squeaking as it swung open, cold air spilling out. She twisted the cap off with a hiss, foam bubbling over her fingers, dripping onto the floor, and took a long swig, leaning against the counter, her hip cocked. “Seriously, she’s probably got half your wardrobe on by now.”
Ethan snorted, flipping another burger, the sizzle flaring up as grease hit the pan, filling the room with a savory bite. “Yeah, that sounds about right—she’s got a knack for claiming anything that’s not nailed down,” he said, glancing at the laptop on the kitchen table, its black shell scratched from use, his stomach tightening like a coiled spring. Showing them the rough house plans he’d thrown together upstairs felt bigger now—realer than when it was just him and Jess messing with the CAD software—but it was just a start, something for Clare and Jess to reclaim what they’d lost next door. He wiped his hands on the towel, grease smearing wider, and turned off the stove, the flame dying with a soft click, the quiet settling in.
Clare burst in from the hallway, wearing one of Ethan’s old flannel shirts, unbuttoned over her red bikini, the tails flapping as she moved, brushing her thighs. Her flip-flops slapped the tile, a rapid staccato, and she carried a stack of paper plates, the edges curling from the humidity, wobbling in her grip. “Found these in the pantry behind some ancient cereal boxes!” she said, grinning wide, and dumped them onto the table with a clatter, knocking over a saltshaker. It rolled across the wood, spilling white grains in a jagged line, and she laughed, brushing it off with her hand, scattering the mess. “Oops—guess I’m making my mark already.”
“Can’t you move without wrecking something?” Jess said, grabbing the plates and straightening them, her beer still in one hand, the bottle tilting slightly. “Sit your ass down before you break half the kitchen, will you?”
Clare stuck her tongue out, plopping into a chair with a thud, her legs swinging under the table, kicking the air. “I’m helping out around here—look at me, bringing supplies and everything,” she said, grabbing a bun from the stack and tearing off a piece, popping it into her mouth, chewing loud. “See? I’m testing the buns—quality control’s my specialty.”
Ethan shook his head, carrying the plate of burgers to the table, the meat steaming in the cool air, the scent heavy and rich. “Help yourself before you eat all the bread—leave some for the rest of us,” he said, setting it down with a clatter, the plate wobbling briefly. He grabbed a bag of chips from the counter, ripping it open with a loud tear, and dumped them into a bowl, crumbs scattering onto the tile, crunching under his feet as he stepped back.
Victoria stepped in from the patio, her denim shorts back on, paired with a teal tank top that hugged her chest, the fabric taut against her curves. Her hair was dry now, pulled into a loose ponytail, strands slipping free, and she carried a stack of plastic cups, the rims smudged from earlier use, stacked unevenly. “Lights are up and running out there—Jess’s idea really pulled it together,” she said, nodding toward the door, her voice calm but warm. “Looks pretty good, actually—sets a nice mood.” She set the cups next to the plates, brushing her hands on her shorts, leaving faint marks, and glanced at the burgers, her nose twitching slightly. “Smells amazing in here too.”
“Thanks—figured we’d need something solid before I drop this on you all,” Ethan said, grabbing the laptop from the table, his fingers tightening on its warm plastic edges, the weight familiar from upstairs. “Food’s ready—let’s take it outside and get comfortable.” He headed for the door and stepped onto the patio, the concrete warm under his feet from the day’s heat, radiating up through his soles.
The fairy lights twinkled overhead, strung along the fence and wrapped around the umbrella pole, casting a soft, golden glow over the table, flickering like fireflies. The pool reflected the light, rippling faintly in the breeze, and the air smelled like salt and grilled meat, a sharp mix. Ethan set the laptop on the table, the wood creaking as he adjusted it, and pulled out a chair, the metal scraping loud against the concrete as he sat, settling in. Jess followed, carrying the plates and her beer, and plopped down next to him, her knee brushing his under the table, a warm nudge.
Clare bounced out, the flannel flapping around her like wings, and dropped into a chair across from them, grabbing a burger and piling chips onto her plate, the stack teetering. “This setup is so fancy—I feel like we’re at some swanky outdoor restaurant or something,” she said, grinning at the lights, her eyes darting around. “Are you guys throwing a party out here, or is this just for us?”
“It’s sort of like that—more of a special occasion than a full-on bash,” Jess said, smirking, handing Victoria a plate as she sat down, her shorts riding up her thighs, exposing more tanned skin. Victoria took it, nodding a quiet thanks, and grabbed a bun, sliding a burger onto it with careful fingers.
Ethan took a deep breath, his hands resting on the laptop, its plastic still warm from his grip upstairs, his pulse ticking up. “Alright, here’s the deal—I’ve got something to show you all, something I started messing with today,” he said, flipping it open, the screen flickering to life with a soft glow. “It’s kind of a big thing, so bear with me—it’s rough as hell.” He clicked the CAD file, the house design loading slow, lines and shapes filling the grid—porch, windows, the kitchen he’d roughed out, all jagged but real.
Clare paused, a chip halfway to her mouth, her eyes widening, the chip trembling in her fingers. “Wait, hold up—what’s that supposed to be? Is that a house or something?” she said, leaning forward, the flannel slipping off one shoulder, showing her red bikini strap against her skin. She set the chip down, crumbs sticking to her fingers, and wiped them on his shirt, smudging the plaid with grease.
Jess smirked, sipping her beer, the bottle cool against her lips. “Just sit tight and watch—he’s got this under control,” she said, nudging Ethan’s arm with her elbow. “Go ahead and lay it out, architect. Show them what you whipped up.”
Ethan turned the laptop toward them, the screen glowing bright in the dim light, casting shadows on their faces. “It’s a house—your house, Clare, Jess, right next door where the old one used to be,” he said, his voice steady but tight, the words heavy in his mouth. “I started sketching it this afternoon, just throwing ideas together. It’s not finished—barely started, really—but it’s a rough idea to get you two back what you lost.” He clicked the mouse, spinning the view—living room with big windows, a deck out back, bedrooms upstairs with a skylight, each sloppy detail snapping into place.
Clare’s jaw dropped, her burger forgotten on her plate, grease soaking into the bun, pooling dark. “Holy shit, Ethan—are you serious right now? This is for me and Jess—like, our place next door?” she said, her voice cracking, and she blinked fast, tears welling up, spilling over her lashes. “Oh my God, you just did this today? I can’t believe it!” She stood, her chair scraping back with a harsh grind, and rounded the table, throwing her arms around him, her chest pressing against his shoulder, warm and trembling. Her hair tickled his neck, and he felt her shake, a messy mix of laughter and sobs against his ear.
“Easy there—don’t drown me in tears just yet,” he said, patting her back, his hand catching in the flannel, the fabric rough under his fingers. “It’s only a start—still needs a ton of work before it’s anything close to real.”
“It’s already perfect—I mean, look at it, it’s got everything we’d need!” she said, pulling back, her eyes wet but shining, bright with wonder. She wiped her face with her sleeve, smearing mascara into dark streaks, and laughed, a hiccup breaking through. “It’s totally us—check out that kitchen, I’m gonna burn so much stuff in there and Jess can yell at me all she wants!”
Jess snorted, leaning back in her chair, her beer cradled in her lap, the bottle tilting. “That’s exactly the plan—give you a playground to torch while I try to keep the damage under control,” she said, grinning at Ethan, her eyes sharp with approval. “Told you she’d lose it and cry like a baby—called it upstairs when I saw it.”
“I didn’t know you’d bet on me crying. Rude!” Clare shot back, sticking her tongue out, but she was still smiling, her hands on Ethan’s shoulders, squeezing tight. She plopped back into her seat, grabbing her burger again, and took a huge bite, chewing loud, tears still dripping onto her plate, mixing with the grease.
Victoria leaned forward, her elbows on the table, studying the screen, her fingers tapping the wood lightly. “This is incredible work, Ethan—even as a rough draft, the layout’s smart, open but practical, everything flows just right for them,” she said, her voice quiet but firm, carrying weight. “You’ve got a hell of a good eye for this—sneaky as hell, though, throwing it together today like that.”
“Had to play it close—didn’t want to overhype it until I saw if it’d even work,” he said, smirking back, his hands resting on his legs. “Still figuring out the kinks, but it’s a jumping-off point for you two next door.”
“It’s real already—look at this deck, space for the grill, that pool view—it’s spot on for us,” Jess said, setting her beer down with a clink, the glass hitting the table hard. She reached over, clicking the mouse, zooming in on the deck, her grin widening. “I told him to show you tonight—couldn’t wait another day to see your faces light up over getting our place back.”
Clare swallowed, her mouth full, and pointed at the screen, crumbs flying from her fingers, scattering across the table. “That’s our house—like, really ours, me and Jess, next door again,” she said, her voice thick with burger and emotion, her eyes darting between them. “Right? You’re giving us our home back, Ethan, this is insane!”
“Yeah, that’s the idea—you two deserve your spot next door again,” Ethan said, his chest loosening, the weight of the moment settling into something solid but separate from his own space. “Figured after the fire, you needed something to start fresh with—this is just the rough draft.”
Victoria smiled, small but real, and grabbed her coffee cup, sipping through the straw, the ice rattling faintly. “I’m proud of you for pulling this off so fast—it’s a big damn deal for them, even rough like this,” she said, her voice low, just for him, cutting through the chatter. “You’re giving them a hell of a gift.”
“Thanks—that’s what I was aiming for,” he said, meeting her eyes, the fairy lights catching the teal in her tank top, glinting soft. He grabbed a burger, sliding it onto a bun, and took a bite, the grease dripping onto his fingers, warm and messy. “It’s gonna take some work to finish, but it’s all for you two to rebuild next door.”
Clare laughed, loud and bright, and tossed a chip at him, missing wide, the crisp bouncing off the table. “Hell yeah, it’s amazing—we’re gonna make it so cool!” she said, grabbing another handful, stuffing them into her mouth, crunching loud. “Jess can boss the construction around, I’ll pick out all the fun stuff—gonna be the best house ever!”
“Don’t think I’m letting you pick anything flammable,” Jess said, smirking, dodging Clare’s swat with a quick lean, her chair scraping as she shifted. “I’m in—this is badass, Ethan. Let’s get it going next door.”
“Looks like a solid start—I can see it coming together for you both,” Victoria said, setting her cup down, her fingers lingering on the rim, tracing the edge. “You’ve got something real here to work with.”
Ethan nodded, chewing slow, the burger warm and sloppy in his hands, the flavors sinking in. The lights twinkled overhead, the night stretched out wide, and the four of them sat there—eating, laughing, tossing ideas around—tied together by the rough sketch on the laptop screen, a promise for Clare and Jess to reclaim their space next door. It was a start, jagged around the edges but solid as hell for them, and he felt it settle, real as the salt in the air, a step toward fixing what the fire took.
 




Afterword

Thanks for reading Carolina Mist. This series is not typically something I would write, but I loved the concept too much to not share. 


If you have any questions or wish to be notified about the release of the next book, you can follow on Twitter at https://twitter.com/colbygraybooks or on Goodreads at https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/18480348.Colby_Gray



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