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Chapter 1

The summer storm hammered the coast, rain pelting the windows of Ethan’s house like a thousand tiny fists. Thunder growled in the distance, a low rumble that vibrated through the walls. Outside, the wind whipped the trees into a frenzy, bending branches and scattering leaves across the yard. Inside, though, the living room was a bubble of calm. The air smelled faintly of salt from the nearby ocean, mingling with the scent of the coffee Ethan had brewed earlier. A couple of lamps glowed softly, throwing warm light across the floor and the big sectional couch where the three of them sprawled.

Ethan sat in the middle, his legs stretched out, feet propped on an ottoman. His laptop rested on his lap, open to the final draft of his university library design, but he wasn’t looking at it. His dark hair was slightly messy from running his hands through it, and he wore a plain gray T-shirt and cargo shorts—his usual work-from-home uniform. To his left, Clare lounged with her knees pulled up, her bare feet tucked under her. Her bikini top, a bright coral color with little white flowers, peeked out from beneath a loose tank top she’d thrown on when the storm started. She fidgeted with the hem of the tank, rolling it between her fingers, her blonde hair spilling over one shoulder in a messy wave. On Ethan’s right, Jess lay stretched out, her head resting against the armrest, her long legs dangling over the edge of the couch. Her navy bikini clung to her skin, still slightly damp from when they’d dashed inside earlier, and she’d tossed a light throw blanket over her lap, though it kept slipping off whenever she moved.

Clare sighed loudly, breaking the quiet. “This storm is ridiculous. I’m starting to think we should build an ark or something.”

Jess smirked, not looking up from her phone where she was scrolling through something—probably weather updates or memes. “You’d need a bigger boat just for Macy. That dog sheds enough to clog the drains.”

Ethan laughed, a short, dry sound, and shifted his laptop to the cushion beside him. “Could be worse. At least we’re not stuck on the highway in this mess.”

“True,” Clare said, leaning over to rest her head on Ethan’s shoulder. Her hair tickled his neck, and he could feel the warmth of her skin through the thin fabric of her tank top. “But I was so ready for the beach. I even packed those little cheese crackers you both pretend not to like.”

Jess finally set her phone down on the coffee table, stretching her arms over her head. Her bikini top shifted slightly, and she adjusted it with a quick tug before turning to Ethan. “Since the beach is a bust, tell me about that library design. You’ve been glued to that screen all week.”

Ethan rubbed the back of his neck, glancing at the laptop like it might answer for him. “It’s done, I think. Just need to present it to the university next week. They wanted modern but classic—clean lines, lots of glass, that kind of thing.”

Clare lifted her head, her blue eyes lighting up. “Wait, so you’re free? No more disappearing into your office until midnight?”

“Not exactly,” Ethan said, giving her a sideways smile. “I’ve got to drive to the city for the presentation. Two hours each way, so I usually stay overnight.”

Jess sat up a little, resting her elbow on the back of the couch. “The city? That’s a haul. You do that alone?”

“Yeah,” Ethan said, shrugging. “It’s easier. Drive up, crash at a cheap motel, do the meeting, come back.”

Clare’s nose wrinkled, and she poked him in the ribs with one finger. “A cheap motel? Ethan, come on. Do they even change the sheets?”

He swatted her hand away, grinning. “Hey, it’s fine. Clean enough, cheap enough. I’m not picky.”

Jess raised an eyebrow, her tone dry. “Cheap enough? What’s that mean—locks on the doors are optional?”

Ethan pretended to look offended, crossing his arms over his chest. “I’ll have you know I’ve survived plenty of nights there. They even have coffee in the lobby.”

Clare snorted, pulling her legs up higher and tucking them under the blanket Jess had abandoned. “Lobby coffee? Oh, wow, luxury living.”

Jess caught Clare’s eye, and a silent agreement seemed to pass between them. Jess leaned forward, resting her chin in her hand. “What if we came with you? You know, keep you from slumming it alone.”

Ethan blinked, turning to look at her. “You serious? You want to come?”

“Why not?” Clare said, bouncing a little on the cushion. “We’ve never been to the city together. It’d be fun—way better than sitting here listening to this storm all day.”

Jess nodded, brushing a strand of dark hair behind her ear. “Yeah, and you could use the company. Plus, we’d get to see you in action, Mr. Big-Shot Architect.”

Ethan hesitated, but the idea was growing on him. He rubbed his jaw, thinking it over. “I guess it could work. The meeting might take a few hours, but you two could explore while I’m busy.”

Clare clapped her hands, the sound sharp against the steady drum of rain. “Yes! We can hit the shops, maybe find some cute cafés. Oh, or that museum Jess keeps going on about.”

Jess perked up, shifting so she was sitting cross-legged now, her knees brushing Clare’s blanket. “The modern architecture exhibit? Ethan, you’d love it. They’ve got models and everything.”

Ethan smiled, leaning back against the couch. “That does sound good. We could go after my meeting.”

Clare groaned, but her grin gave her away. “Ugh, more buildings? Can’t we do something normal, like shopping or hitting a bar?”

Jess nudged her with her foot, her toes poking out from under the blanket. “Relax, we can do both. The city’s big enough.”

“Fair,” Ethan said, scratching his chin. “There’s this hibachi place near the museum—chef does the whole show. Fire, flying shrimp, the works.”

Clare’s face lit up, and she grabbed Ethan’s arm, shaking it lightly. “Hibachi? With the onion volcano and the egg tricks?”

Jess laughed, reaching for her phone again but just holding it this time. “Okay, now I’m in. That seals the deal.”

Ethan felt a flicker of warmth in his chest, not from the blanket Clare had pulled over all three of them now, but from how easy this felt. He glanced at Clare, her fingers still wrapped around his arm, her nails painted a chipped pink from last week. Then at Jess, her legs tucked under her now, the phone resting on her knee as she watched him with that quiet, curious look she got sometimes. A year ago, he’d have been in this house alone, the storm just background noise to his work. Now, here they were, planning a trip like it was the most natural thing in the world.

“So,” Clare said, letting go of his arm to adjust the blanket, “if we’re coming, you can’t stick us in some dumpy motel. We need a real hotel.”

Ethan raised an eyebrow, leaning forward to rest his elbows on his knees. “What’s wrong with my motel? It’s practical.”

Jess smirked, tapping her phone against her leg. “Practical? Ethan, I bet the walls are so thin you can hear the guy next door snoring.”

Clare giggled, pulling the blanket up to her chin like she was warding off a chill. “Or worse—those creepy stains on the carpet you can’t explain.”

“Okay, fine,” Ethan said, holding up his hands. “Since you’re both coming, I’ll splurge. Maybe a suite or something. With a view.”

Jess’s eyes widened, and she leaned closer. “A suite? Ooh, fancy. Does it come with a hot tub?”

Clare jumped in before Ethan could answer, her voice rising with excitement. “Yes! A hot tub! And room service—think of the fries we could order.”

Ethan shook his head, laughing. “You two are relentless. I’ll see what I can find, but no promises on the hot tub.”

Clare pouted, but it was playful, her lips curling up at the corners. “Fine, but it better have good Wi-Fi. I’m not surviving on motel-level internet.”

Jess grinned, tossing her phone onto the coffee table with a clatter. “And a big bed. We’re not squeezing into some tiny double like sardines.”

Ethan’s face warmed slightly, but he kept his tone light. “Noted. Big bed, good Wi-Fi, no mystery stains. Anything else, princesses?”

Clare poked him in the side again, harder this time. “Hey, if you’re taking both your girlfriends to the city, you’ve got to step up your game.”

Jess smirked, stretching her arms over her head again. “Yeah, Ethan. Time to treat us right.”

He rolled his eyes, but the grin stayed. “Alright, I’ll book something nice. You’ll see—I can be fancy when I want to be.”

They all laughed, the sound cutting through the dull roar of the storm outside. Clare shifted, pulling the blanket tighter around her shoulders, and Jess reached over to tug it back, starting a mini tug-of-war that ended with Clare sprawling across Ethan’s lap, giggling. He steadied her with a hand on her back, feeling the heat of her skin through her tank top, and Jess just shook her head, muttering something about Clare being a blanket hog.

“So, what else should we do in the city?” Clare asked, sitting up but staying close, her shoulder pressed against Ethan’s.

Jess tapped her chin, thinking. “There’s that rooftop bar downtown. Great views, decent drinks.”

Ethan nodded, resting his arm along the back of the couch. “I’ve been there. It’s solid. We could go after dinner.”

Clare’s eyes sparkled, and she turned to face him fully, her knee bumping his. “Perfect. Pizza, drinks, maybe some dancing if we’re feeling wild.”

Jess snorted, pulling her legs up under her. “Dancing? With Ethan? Good luck getting him off the wall.”

“Hey,” Ethan said, pointing at her, “I can dance. I just choose not to embarrass myself.”

Clare laughed, leaning into him again. “We’ll see about that. I bet we can get you out there.”

The conversation drifted, turning to logistics—when to leave, whether to bring Macy or ask the old couple next door to watch her, what to pack for a night away. A loud crack of thunder made Clare jump, her hand flying to Ethan’s arm, and Jess smirked but scooted closer anyway, the three of them huddling under the blanket now. The rain kept pounding, the wind howling, but inside, it was all warmth and laughter.

Ethan glanced between them, Clare’s fingers still gripping his arm, Jess’s knee pressed against his thigh. “You know,” he said, his voice quieter now, “I’m really glad you’re coming. Makes the trip feel less like work.”

Clare smiled, resting her head on his shoulder again. “Good. We’re keeping you on your toes.”

Jess reached over, squeezing his hand briefly. “And maybe we’ll find that hot tub after all.”

He chuckled, shaking his head. “You wish.”

They settled back into the couch, the storm a distant roar now.


Chapter 2

The storm had finally eased up, leaving just a soft tap of rain against the windows. The three of them, were still lounging on the couch, surrounded by a messy pile of blankets from their makeshift fort. Clare had her head on Ethan’s shoulder, her fingers lazily drawing little circles on his arm. Jess was kicked back on the other side, her legs stretched out so her feet nudged Clare’s.

Clare tilted her head toward the window. “Hey, it’s calming down out there. Maybe we can hit the beach tomorrow after all.”

Jess let out a quick snort. “Yeah, right. After that downpour? The sand’s gonna be a swamp.”

Ethan laughed under his breath. “Probably not worth it. Besides, we’ve got the city trip coming up.”

Clare’s face lit up. “Oh yeah! I’m so pumped. I’ve never gone to the city with both of you.”

Jess smirked, shooting Ethan a look. “Just don’t get us lost, okay? We all know how you are with directions.”

Ethan rolled his eyes, grinning. “I’ve got GPS for a reason, Jess.”

Clare shifted, turning to face Ethan more. Her hand slid down his chest, fingers messing with the edge of his T-shirt. “Since we’re stuck inside tonight, maybe we can find something else to do.”

Ethan raised an eyebrow, a small smile creeping up. “Yeah? Like what?”

Clare’s eyes glinted with mischief. “Well, for one, you’re wearing way too many clothes.”

Jess chuckled from her spot. “She’s not wrong. Those cargo shorts? Not your best look.”

Ethan glanced down at his shorts, pretending to be offended. “What’s wrong with them? They’re comfy.”

Clare giggled. “Comfy’s great, but sexy? Not so much.”

Jess leaned in, her hand landing on Ethan’s chest next to Clare’s. “We’d rather see you in less.”

Ethan grinned, feeling their warm hands on him. “Fine, but only if you two play along.”

Clare didn’t waste a second. She sat up straight, grabbed her tank top by the hem, and yanked it over her head. It landed somewhere behind the couch, leaving her in a coral bikini top that hugged her curves. “There. Better already.”

Jess tossed her throw blanket aside and wiggled out of her cover-up, revealing a navy bikini underneath. The fabric stretched tight across her chest as she settled back down.

Ethan’s eyes flicked between them, taking in the sight. “Okay, yeah, way better.”

Clare scooted closer, her hand slipping under Ethan’s shirt. Her fingers brushed his bare stomach, light and teasing. Ethan let out a quiet sigh, his hands moving to her. He cupped her face, pulling her in for a kiss. Their lips pressed together gently at first, then harder, her fruity lip gloss leaving a sweet taste in his mouth.

Jess watched for a beat, then leaned in. Her lips found Ethan’s neck, warm and a little wet from the humidity in the room. She kissed along his collarbone, her hands sliding over his shoulders and down his back, fingers digging in just enough to feel good.

Ethan pulled away from Clare to turn toward Jess. He caught her lips with his, and she kissed back with a bold edge, her tongue slipping into his mouth like she was claiming it.

Clare didn’t sit idle. She grabbed Ethan’s shirt, tugging it up. He lifted his arms to help, and she pulled it off, tossing it into the blanket pile. Her hands went straight to his chest, nails scraping lightly over his skin, making him shiver.

Shirtless now, Ethan felt their hands all over him—Clare’s soft and playful, Jess’s firm and sure. He reached out, fingers tracing the straps of their bikini tops. He slipped under Clare’s first, feeling the warm curve of her breast, then Jess’s, the weight of hers heavier in his hand.

Clare decided her bikini top had to go. She reached back, fingers fumbling with the tie for a second before it loosened. The coral fabric dropped, showing off her perky breasts. Ethan couldn’t resist—he leaned in, kissing one nipple, then the other. They hardened under his lips, and Clare let out a soft moan, her skin tasting faintly of sunscreen.

Jess moved fast, kissing down Ethan’s chest. Her hands went to his shorts, popping the button open with a quick flick. The zipper rasped as she pulled it down, and Ethan shifted his hips so she could slide the shorts off. They hit the floor, leaving him in dark blue boxers, his hard-on pushing against the fabric.

Clare’s hands tangled in Ethan’s hair, guiding his mouth back to her chest. She arched into him, breathing quick and shallow, her skin flushing pink.

Jess hooked her fingers into Ethan’s boxers and tugged. He lifted up again, and she slid them down his legs, letting them drop. His cock stood up, thick and ready. Jess wrapped her hand around it, stroking slow and steady, her grip tight enough to make him groan.

Ethan’s head tipped back as Clare joined in, her hand overlapping Jess’s. They worked him together, their fingers brushing each other as they moved.

Jess didn’t wait long. She bent down, her breath hot against him before her tongue flicked over the tip. She tasted the saltiness there, then took him into her mouth, lips sliding down. Ethan gasped, hips jerking up a little.

Clare watched, her own hand drifting between her legs. She rubbed herself through her bikini bottom, fingers pressing against the damp fabric.

Ethan caught her. “Hey,” he said, voice rough, “let me do that.” He reached over, tugging at the ties on her bikini bottom. They came loose, and the fabric fell away, leaving her bare. Her pussy was slick, shining in the light. He ran a finger along her, feeling the heat, then circled her clit with slow, firm pressure.

Clare moaned loud, head dropping back. “Ethan, yes, right there.”

Jess kept going, her mouth moving up and down Ethan’s cock. She took him deeper, her tongue swirling, one hand stroking the base while the other cupped his balls, rolling them gently.

Ethan was drowning in it—Jess’s mouth, Clare’s moans. He fought to keep control, focusing on Clare. He slid a finger inside her, tight and wet, his thumb still working her clit. She rocked against his hand, panting hard.

“I’m close,” Clare gasped. Ethan added another finger, curling them just right. She shattered, crying out, her body shaking as she came, soaking his hand.

Jess pulled off Ethan, wiping her mouth with a grin. “My turn.”

They swapped spots. Jess climbed over Ethan, straddling him. She lined herself up and sank down slow, both of them groaning as he filled her up. Her pussy was tight, gripping him as she settled.

Jess straddled Ethan’s lap, her muscular thighs clamping around his hips as she rode his thick, pulsing cock with a fierce, deliberate rhythm. Her knees sank deep into the cushions, the leather sticking to her skin as she moved. She gripped his broad shoulders, her fingers digging into the firm muscle, nails biting into his flesh as she rolled her hips, taking him deeper with every thrust. Her pussy was dripping wet, slick with her arousal, and stretched tight around his shaft, the sensation pulling a low, guttural groan from Ethan’s throat. His hands clamped onto her hips, fingers sinking into the soft, toned flesh, guiding her as she fucked him with a hungry intensity that made his blood roar.

“Fuck, Jess, your pussy’s so tight,” Ethan growled, his voice rough and jagged, his dark eyes boring into hers. Sweat glistened on his chest, beads trickling down the contours of his muscles as his breath came in sharp, uneven bursts.

Jess’s lips parted, a shaky moan spilling out as she ground down harder, her clit brushing against his pelvis with every roll of her hips. “You’re so fucking thick,” she gasped, her voice quivering with pleasure. “I can feel you stretching me—God, it’s intense.” Her dark hair fell in a wild cascade over her shoulders, strands clinging to her sweat-damp skin, and her breasts swayed with each motion—full and heavy, her nipples dark and stiff, aching for touch.

Ethan thrust up to meet her, his cock slamming deep into her slick, hot pussy with every stroke. The wet, rhythmic slap of their bodies echoed through the room, blending with the rain’s soft patter and the couch’s protesting groans. His hands slid up her torso, brushing the undersides of her breasts before cupping them fully, his thumbs circling her nipples until they hardened further under his touch. Jess arched into him, a sharp cry tearing from her throat as the pleasure coiled tighter in her core. Her pussy began to clench around him, her inner walls fluttering as her orgasm built, her movements growing desperate and erratic.

“Ethan… I’m so close,” she whimpered, her nails digging deeper into his shoulders, leaving red crescent marks on his skin as her body trembled on the edge.

“Cum for me,” he urged, his voice a low, commanding growl as he gripped her hips tighter and thrust up harder, his cock driving deep into her. “I want to feel your pussy squeeze me.”

A few more powerful thrusts, and Jess broke apart. Her body convulsed, a loud, throaty scream ripping from her as her pussy clamped down on his cock, pulsing around him in tight, relentless waves.               Her juices gushed over him, hot and slick, soaking his shaft and dripping onto his thighs as her orgasm crashed through her. The sheer force of her climax dragged Ethan over the edge. With a deep, shuddering groan, he buried himself inside her, his cock throbbing as he spilled thick, hot cum into her quivering pussy. The heat of his release flooded her, overwhelming his senses as he held her hips steady, their bodies locked together in the throes of ecstasy.

Jess collapsed against him, her chest pressed to his, her breath hot and ragged against his neck. Her pussy still twitched around his softening cock, their combined fluids trickling out and pooling on the leather beneath them. Ethan’s arms wrapped around her, his hands tracing the sweat-slick curve of her back as their breathing slowed, but the fire in his veins hadn’t burned out. Clare’s presence beside them, her eyes dark with lust, beckoned him like a flame.

With a gentle touch, Ethan eased Jess off his lap, her pussy releasing his cock with a soft, wet sound that sent a fresh jolt through him. He guided her to the couch beside him, her legs splaying open as she sank back, her chest rising and falling with heavy breaths, a lazy, sated smile curving her lips. He brushed a tender kiss across her forehead, murmuring, “You’re fucking perfect,” before turning to Clare.

Clare lay sprawled across the couch, her petite frame bucking Ethan’s cock, her legs spread wide in a bold, inviting display. Her coral bikini top had been flung aside earlier, leaving her perky breasts bare, the soft mounds glistening with sweat, her nipples tight and pink from her own teasing touches. Her pussy was a glistening temptation, the lips swollen and slick with arousal, her fingers having danced over her clit while she watched Ethan and Jess fuck. Now her eyes burned with need, locked on Ethan as he shifted between her thighs, his cock—still hard and slick with Jess’s cum—twitching with anticipation.

“Fuck me, Ethan,” Clare begged, her voice thick and desperate, her hands reaching for him. “I need your cock inside me now.”

Ethan didn’t make her wait. He gripped his shaft, dragging the swollen tip through her soaked folds, teasing her clit until she squirmed beneath him, her hips bucking with impatience. “You’re so fucking wet,” he murmured, his voice low and rough as he positioned himself at her entrance. With a slow, deliberate thrust, he slid into her, his cock sinking deep into her tight, dripping pussy. Clare moaned loudly, her legs snapping around his waist, heels digging into his lower back to pull him closer, urging him deeper until he was buried to the hilt.

“God, yes,” she gasped, her hands flying to his back, nails raking down his skin in sharp, fiery trails that made him hiss. “You’re so big—fuck me hard, Ethan.”

He kept thrusting, deep and steady. Clare’s nails raked his back, her moans loud and desperate. Jess, catching her breath, leaned over, kissing Clare’s breasts and rubbing her clit with quick circles.

Clare couldn’t take it. She came again, hard, her body arching under Ethan. He felt her tighten, and it pushed him over. A few more thrusts, and he came inside her, shaking as he finished.

They collapsed together, a sweaty, breathless heap on the couch.

Clare giggled first. “Well, that killed some time.”

Jess smirked. “Beats staring at the rain.”

Ethan laughed, arms slung around them. “Best indoor game ever.”

Clare nestled in. “Wait ’til we get that hotel suite for the trip. Think of the possibilities.”

Jess raised an eyebrow. “Oh, I’m thinking.”

“Let’s just make sure we see daylight at some point,” Ethan chuckled.

Their laughter mixed with the soft rain outside. The storm was gone, but the heat between them still simmered.


Chapter 3

Ethan pulled his pickup truck into the rental agency lot just as the morning sun started breaking through the clouds. His truck was fine for hauling stuff around town, but for a two-hour drive to the city with Clare and Jess, he figured they’d need something more comfortable. He’d reserved a small SUV—nothing flashy, just practical—and now it was time to pick it up. He climbed out, boots crunching on the gravel, and headed inside.

The rental agent, a guy named Brad with a face that screamed I’d rather be anywhere else, slid the paperwork across the counter. Ethan scribbled his signature, grabbed the keys to a black SUV, and drove it back to his place. When he rolled into the driveway, Clare and Jess were already outside, surrounded by a pile of bags that looked like they were staging a takeover.

Clare stood with her arms crossed, blonde hair catching the light, while Jess wrestled with a suitcase, trying to jam it into a stack that was already teetering. Ethan stepped out of the SUV and raised an eyebrow. “What’s all this? You two moving out?”

Clare grinned, flipping her hair back. “A girl’s gotta have options, Ethan. Weather’s unpredictable.”

Jess snorted, shoving a duffel bag aside. “Options? Clare, you’ve got three pairs of heels in there.

Ethan laughed, grabbing a suitcase and hauling it to the SUV’s open trunk. “Let’s see if we can fit your ‘options’ in here.”

Jess tossed a backpack in after him. “If not, Clare’s riding on the roof.”

Clare gasped, clutching her chest like she’d been wounded. “Rude! I’d be an awesome hood ornament, though.”

Ethan shook his head, still chuckling, and started loading the rest. It took some shoving—Clare’s suitcase wouldn’t sit flat, and Jess kept muttering about overpacking—but they got it all in. Clare climbed into the back seat, sprawling out with a smug look, while Jess took the front, immediately messing with the radio.

As Ethan pulled onto the road, Clare leaned forward from the back. “You sure this thing’s got enough horsepower? I don’t wanna be late for dinner.”

Ethan glanced at her in the rearview mirror. “It’ll get us there. Just don’t start taking selfies yet—you’ll kill your battery.”

Clare waved her phone. “Portable charger, baby. I’m prepared.”

Jess groaned, settling on a rock station. “Great. Two hours of Clare’s commentary incoming.”

The drive was easy enough. The highway stretched out, flanked by coastal views that faded into hills, then city outskirts. Clare kept up a running narration—pointing out a rusty water tower and claiming it was a UFO landing pad, or insisting a beat-up gas station was haunted by a beef jerky-loving ghost. Jess rubbed her temples but didn’t argue too hard, and Ethan just grinned, letting the banter fill the car.

By the time they hit the city, traffic had picked up—taxis weaving, horns blaring. Ethan maneuvered through it, pulling up to the hotel: a tall, modern building with shiny glass windows and a valet out front. Clare bolted out first, staring up at it. “Holy crap, Ethan, this is fancy.”

Jess stretched as she climbed out. “Yeah, no bedbugs here, I’m guessing.”

Ethan handed the keys to the valet—a kid in a stiff uniform—and grabbed their bags. “Come on, let’s check in before Clare starts a photoshoot.”

The lobby was all polished marble and sharp edges, with a chandelier dripping glass like frozen water. Clare spun around, her sandals squeaking on the floor. “I need a gown for this place.”

Jess nudged her toward the desk. “You’d fall flat in five seconds. Stick to your flats.”

At the front desk, a woman named Linda—hair in a tight bun, smile practiced—greeted them. “Checking in?”

Ethan nodded, sliding his ID over. “Yeah, Ethan Daniels.”

Linda typed quickly. “Executive suite. Nice choice.”

Clare leaned in, eyes bright. “Does it have a hot tub?”

Linda paused, smile twitching. “No, but there’s a balcony with a city view.”

Jess elbowed Clare. “Good enough. Let’s go.”

Linda handed over the key cards, and they took the elevator to the top floor. The doors opened to a hallway with plush carpet and weird abstract art on the walls. Ethan swiped the card at their door and pushed it open.

The suite was huge. A living room with a gray sectional couch, a glass coffee table, and a flat-screen TV sat in the center. A kitchenette with marble counters and a minibar was off to the right. Through an open door, the bedroom showed off a king-sized bed drowning in pillows, plus a giant window with the city sprawling beyond it.

Clare dropped her bag and ran to the window. “Oh my God, look at this! You can see forever!”

Jess followed, smirking. “Not bad, Ethan. You’ve got taste.”

Ethan set the bags by the couch, feeling pretty good about their reactions. “Told you I’d find something decent.”

Clare spun around, hands under her chin. “Decent? This is insane. I’ve never stayed anywhere this nice.”

Jess poked around the kitchenette, pulling a tiny vodka bottle from the minibar. “And stocked. Perfect.”

Ethan crossed his arms. “Easy, Jess. We’ve got dinner soon.”

Clare bounced over. “Right—the hibachi place! Do they really flip stuff?”

Ethan nodded. “Yeah, it’s a show. You’ll see.”

Jess twisted the vodka cap off, sipping it and wincing. “Let’s hope Clare doesn’t burn the place down trying to catch food.”

Clare huffed. “I’m coordinated, thank you very much.”

Ethan grabbed a water bottle. “We’ll find out. Just don’t embarrass me.”

They spent the next hour unpacking—Clare claiming half the bed with her stuff, Jess tossing clothes in a corner, and Ethan stacking their bags neatly. Clare took pictures of everything—the view, the bathroom soap, even the minibar—while Jess sprawled on the couch, flipping through the room service menu.

Eventually, they got ready for dinner. Clare slipped into a sundress that hugged her frame, Jess went with jeans and a tight top, and Ethan threw on dark jeans and a button-down. They rode the elevator down, Clare still snapping pics, and walked a few blocks to the hibachi grill.

The restaurant smelled like soy sauce and grilled meat, the air buzzing with spatula clanks. They sat at a big grill table with some strangers, the chef already flipping tools like a circus act. Clare watched, mesmerized, as he juggled knives. “This is awesome. Like a cooking circus.”

Jess whispered, “Don’t volunteer for anything. You’ll stab someone.”

Clare stuck her tongue out. “Spoilsport.”

Ethan sipped his water. “Just enjoy it, you two.”

The chef kicked off the show—flames shot up when he splashed oil on the grill, and he flipped shrimp into his hat. Clare clapped at the onion volcano, bouncing in her seat. When he started tossing shrimp to the crowd, she waved her hand. “Me! Toss me one!”

The chef flicked a piece her way. Clare leaned forward, mouth open, and—thwack—it hit her nose and bounced onto the table. Jess cackled. “Knew it. Zero coordination.”

Clare pouted, picking it up. “Bad throw.”

Ethan patted her shoulder. “Try again.”

The chef tossed another, and this time Clare caught it—barely—chewing with a victorious grin. “See? Pro.”

Jess smirked. “One for two’s not a pro.”

Dinner was a blast—steak, chicken, fried rice, all washed down with sake Jess ordered. By the end, they were stuffed and giggling, stumbling back to the hotel in the cool night air.

Back in the suite, Ethan kicked off his shoes and flopped onto the couch. “I’m done. Need a nap.”

Clare dropped next to him. “No way. Balcony time.”

Jess slid the glass door open, stepping out. The city glowed below, lights twinkling like stars. “Come on, it’s nice.”

They followed. The balcony had two lounge chairs and a small table. Clare claimed a chair, stretching out. “This is heaven.”

Ethan leaned on the railing, taking in the view. “Good spot.”

“Thanks for this, Ethan. Beats your usual dives,” Jess said.

He nudged her. “I can do fancy.”

Clare sat up. “Hey, Ethan, sit with me.”

Jess smirked and headed inside, leaving them alone. The door clicked shut. Clare scooted over, patting the chair. Ethan sat, and she curled into him, head on his chest.

A soft breeze carried the low hum of traffic far below, punctuated by the occasional wail of a siren. Ethan and Clare sat nestled in a cushioned lounge chair, the high railings wrapping them in a private cocoon, the world beyond fading into a hazy blur.

Clare’s fingers traced slow, teasing circles across Ethan’s chest, slipping beneath the collar of his shirt to graze his skin. “Thanks for today,” she murmured, her voice soft and low. “It was perfect.”

Ethan draped an arm around her shoulders, pulling her closer until her curves pressed against him. “Glad you had fun,” he replied, his thumb brushing the bare skin of her arm, sending a shiver through her.

She tilted her head, her lips grazing his jaw in a feather-light kiss that lingered, her breath warm against his stubble. “Know what’d make it even better?”

He looked down at her, his hand sliding up her back, fingers threading into her hair. “What?”

She didn’t answer with words. Instead, she shifted, swinging one leg over his lap and straddling him with a fluid grace. Her sundress rode up her thighs, the fabric bunching to reveal smooth, tanned skin that glistened faintly in the dim light. Ethan’s breath caught as she settled onto him, her heat pressing against the bulge straining his jeans. She leaned in, capturing his lips in a kiss that started soft but quickly turned ravenous, her tongue plunging into his mouth with a need that set his blood on fire.

Ethan’s hands gripped her hips, his fingers digging into her soft flesh as he kissed her back, the heat between them building fast. Clare tugged at his hair, her nails scraping his scalp, and he groaned into her mouth, the sound raw and primal. The slight sting sent a jolt of pleasure straight to his cock, already throbbing beneath her.

She pulled back, breathless, her lips swollen and wet. “I want you,” she whispered, her voice thick with desire, her eyes dark pools of lust.

Ethan’s hands slipped under her dress, brushing the edge of her lace panties. His fingertips grazed the damp fabric, soaked with her arousal, and his cock twitched in response. “Here?” he asked, his voice rough, eyes flicking to the balcony’s edges.

She nodded, her fingers already fumbling with the button of his jeans. “No one’ll see.”

He glanced around—the railings were high, the angle of the building shielding them from any prying eyes below. “Okay,” he rasped, his pulse pounding in his ears. “But we have to be quiet.”

Clare grinned, a wicked spark lighting her gaze. “I can do quiet.”

Her fingers deftly popped the button and dragged the zipper down, the sound sharp and deliberate in the still night. Ethan lifted his hips as she tugged his jeans and boxers down to his thighs, freeing his cock. It sprang up, thick and rigid, the tip glistening with pre-cum. Clare’s breath hitched as she wrapped her hand around his shaft, stroking him slow and firm, her grip tight enough to make his toes curl.

Ethan hissed, his head falling back against the chair. “Clare…” he groaned, his hands tightening on her hips, fingers sinking into her curves.

She leaned in, her lips brushing his ear. “You’re so fucking hard,” she whispered, her voice a sultry tease. “I love how you feel in my hand.”

Her strokes grew bolder, her thumb circling the sensitive head of his cock, spreading the slickness there. Ethan’s hips bucked slightly, his breath ragged. “Fuck, Clare, you’re killing me.”

Clare’s other hand slipped between her own legs, rubbing her pussy through her panties. She moaned softly, her eyes fluttering shut as she teased herself. “I’m so wet for you, Ethan,” she breathed, her voice trembling with need.

He couldn’t wait any longer. His hands slid higher under her dress, hooking into the waistband of her panties and yanking them down. Clare shifted, helping him peel the soaked lace off one leg, then the other, letting them dangle from her ankle before they dropped to the balcony floor. Her pussy was bare now, glistening with arousal, the sight making Ethan’s mouth water.

His fingers found her slick folds, and he groaned at how drenched she was. He parted her lips, circling her swollen clit with his thumb, watching her face as she bit her lip and rocked into his touch. “You’re dripping,” he murmured, sliding two fingers into her tight, wet heat.

Clare gasped, her head falling forward onto his shoulder. “Yes, Ethan… fuck, don’t stop.”

He pumped his fingers slowly, curling them inside her, his thumb pressing harder against her clit. Her pussy clenched around him, her breath coming in short, desperate pants as she rode his hand. “I need your cock inside me,” she whimpered, her voice breaking.

Ethan withdrew his fingers, bringing them to his lips and sucking them clean, tasting her sweet, musky essence. “You taste so fucking good,” he growled, his voice low and rough.

Clare’s eyes darkened with raw lust. She lifted herself slightly, gripping his cock and positioning it at her entrance. With a slow, deliberate motion, she sank down onto him, her pussy enveloping his shaft inch by scorching inch. They both moaned into each other’s mouths as she took him fully, her wetness coating him, her tightness gripping him like a glove.

Ethan’s hands slid under her dress to cup her ass, squeezing the soft, round flesh as she began to rock her hips. Her pussy felt like heaven—hot, slick, and so tight it drove him wild. Clare’s breasts bounced beneath her dress with each movement, her nipples stiff and pressing against the thin fabric.

“God, you feel amazing,” she whispered, her breath hot against his neck.

Ethan thrust up to meet her, his cock plunging deeper into her dripping pussy. “You’re so tight,” he grunted, his fingers digging into her ass. “I love how you fuck me.”

Clare’s pace quickened, her hips grinding against him in a rhythm that sent shockwaves of pleasure through them both. The chair creaked beneath them, the sound blending with the wet slap of their bodies and their stifled gasps. Ethan pushed her dress higher, exposing where they were joined—his thick cock sliding in and out of her glistening pussy, slick with her juices.

“Touch my breasts,” Clare gasped, her voice needy and breathless.

Ethan tugged the straps of her dress down, baring her perky breasts. Her nipples were hard and pink, begging for attention. He cupped them in his hands, his thumbs flicking over the sensitive peaks, making her arch her back and moan. He leaned forward, capturing one nipple in his mouth and sucking hard, his tongue swirling around it.

Clare’s hand flew to her mouth, muffling a cry as pleasure surged through her. Her pussy clenched tighter around his cock, and Ethan could feel her edging closer, her movements growing frantic. He released her nipple with a wet pop and moved to the other, lavishing it with the same attention.

“I’m gonna cum,” she whimpered, her voice barely audible behind her hand. “Fuck, Ethan, don’t stop.”

Ethan’s thumb found her clit again, rubbing it in fast, tight circles as he thrust up harder, his cock slamming into her. “Cum for me,” he growled, his own release coiling tight in his balls. “Let me feel that pussy squeeze me.”

Clare’s body tensed, her pussy clamping down on his cock like a vice. She shuddered violently, her orgasm crashing over her as she bit her lip hard to stifle her screams. Her juices flooded around him, hot and wet, and the sensation pushed Ethan over the edge. With a low, guttural groan, he thrust up one last time, burying himself deep as his cock pulsed, spilling thick ropes of cum inside her.

Her pussy milked him, her inner walls fluttering as she rode out her climax, their fluids mixing in a warm, sticky mess. They stayed tangled together, breathing hard, their bodies slick with sweat. Ethan’s cock softened inside her, their combined cum trickling out and pooling.

Clare rested her forehead against his, her chest heaving. She brushed her lips against his in a soft, lingering kiss. “Perfect,” she whispered, her voice hoarse.

Ethan brushed a damp strand of hair from her face, his fingers tracing her cheek. “Yeah,” he agreed, his voice rough with satisfaction.

They lingered there, savoring the afterglow, their sweaty bodies pressed together as the city lights cast a warm glow over them.


Chapter 4

Ethan pulled the rented SUV into the parking lot of his company’s office building just after 10 a.m. The place was a sleek, modern box of glass and steel, its reflective windows bouncing sunlight across the asphalt. He hadn’t set foot here in over a year, thanks to working from home, and the sight of it felt both familiar and strange. He killed the engine, the hum fading into silence, and glanced at Clare and Jess in the back seat through the rearview mirror.

Clare was already unbuckling, her blonde hair spilling over her shoulders as she leaned forward to peek out the windshield. “Whoa, Ethan, this is your office? It looks like a spaceship.”

Jess, still buckled in, smirked as she adjusted her bag on her lap. “Yeah, I was expecting something more… beige. This is fancy.”

Ethan grabbed his work bag from the passenger seat—a beat-up canvas thing with a laptop and his library drafts stuffed inside—and opened his door. “It’s just a building. They spent too much on the glass, if you ask me.”

He stepped out, boots hitting the pavement with a dull thud, and stretched his arms over his head. The air was warm, a little sticky from last night’s rain, and carried the faint buzz of city traffic. Clare hopped out next, her sneakers squeaking as she landed, and Jess followed, slinging her bag over one shoulder. Ethan locked the SUV with a quick beep from the key fob and led the way to the entrance.

Clare jogged a few steps to catch up, her dress swishing around her knees. “Do you think they’ve got a coffee machine in there? I’m dying.”

Jess snorted, falling into step beside her. “You had two cups at the hotel. How are you still dying?”

Clare stuck out her tongue. “It’s a lifestyle, Jess.”

Ethan pushed open the glass door, holding it for them. “There’s coffee. Just don’t break anything.”

The lobby hit them with a blast of cool air and the faint smell of cleaning products. It was all sharp lines—white marble floors, a black reception desk, and a single potted fern that looked like it was trying too hard to fit in. A guy in his twenties sat behind the desk, typing with one hand while scrolling his phone with the other. He glanced up as they approached.

“Ethan Daniels,” Ethan said, resting his bag on the desk’s edge. “Here for Victoria.”

The guy—his name tag read “Tyler”—nodded without much enthusiasm and picked up the phone. “Victoria, Ethan Daniels is here with some people.” He hung up and jerked his thumb toward a hallway. “She’ll come get you.”

Ethan stepped back, hands in his pockets, while Clare rocked on her heels, her fingers tapping her thighs. Jess stood still, arms crossed, eyeing a weird metal sculpture on the wall that looked like a bunch of bent forks. A minute later, the sound of heels clicking on marble echoed down the hall, and Victoria appeared.

Ethan’s jaw tightened for a split second. This wasn’t the Victoria he’d last seen a year ago. Gone were the thick glasses and frumpy sweaters. She wore a fitted navy blouse that showed off her figure, a gray skirt that stopped just above her knees, and her dark hair hung loose, brushing her shoulders. She’d even done something with makeup—her eyes looked bigger, her lips a bold red.

“Ethan!” Victoria said, her voice bright as she closed the gap. She threw her arms around him, pulling him into a hug. Her hair tickled his cheek, and he caught a whiff of something floral—perfume, probably.

Ethan hugged her back, a little stiff, then stepped away. “Hey, Victoria. Been a while.”

She grinned, turning to Clare and Jess. “You must be the famous roommates. Clare and Jess, right?”

Clare grabbed her hand and shook it like she was trying to win a prize. “Yep! Hi! Ethan’s told us all about you.”

Jess took her turn, her handshake quick and firm. “Nice to meet you.”

Victoria’s eyes flicked back to Ethan, a teasing glint in them. “All good things, I hope?”

Ethan smirked. “Mostly.”

“Come on,” Victoria said, waving them down the hall. “Meeting room’s this way. Clients are due any minute.”

They followed her, Clare’s sneakers squeaking every few steps, Jess’s boots tapping a steadier rhythm. The hallway was lined with glass-walled offices, people hunched over desks or chatting in pairs. Clare pointed at a big plant in a corner. “That’s fake, right?”

Ethan glanced at it. “Probably. No one waters anything here.”

Jess smirked. “Explains why it’s still alive.”

Victoria pushed open a door to a conference room—a long table, cushy chairs, and a projector cart humming in the corner, though no one paid it any mind. On the table, Ethan’s drafts were already laid out, pinned down with a couple of coffee mugs. He dropped his bag by a chair and started unrolling the biggest sheet, a detailed blueprint of the library’s main floor. His fingers smoothed the edges, pressing out a crease.

Clare leaned over the table, her hands flat on either side of the paper. “This is it? The library?”

“Yeah,” Ethan said, grabbing a pencil from his bag and tapping a section. “Entrance here, study spaces over there.”

Victoria slid in beside him, her elbow brushing his as she pointed at the windows sketched along one wall. “Love the natural light. Clients were obsessed with that.”

Jess hovered behind them, peering at the tiny lines and labels. “You drew all this? It’s huge.”

Clare grinned, nudging Ethan’s arm. “He’s a big deal, huh?”

Ethan rubbed the back of his neck, his ears going a little pink. “It’s just lines on paper.”

The door swung open, and four clients walked in—two older guys in suits, a woman with a clipboard, and a younger guy with a tie that didn’t match his shirt. They shook hands all around, the woman—Ms. Carter—gripping Ethan’s hand extra hard. “Good to see you in person, Ethan.”

“Same,” he said, pulling his hand back and flexing his fingers.

Clare and Jess slid into chairs at the end of the table, Clare kicking her legs under her seat, Jess leaning back with her arms crossed. Ethan stood by the table and leaned over the blueprints, guiding the group through the details with confident ease.

“Alright,” he began, gesturing to a hand-drawn layout, “this is the final design for the university library. We’ve got a modern layout, but kept it practical—clean sightlines, lots of windows, flexible study areas. Everything here is meant to flow naturally.”

The clients nodded, Ms. Carter jotting quick notes while the others leaned in to study the lines and annotations. Ethan flipped to another sheet, carefully aligning it with the first. It showed the second floor, drawn with precise ruler work and annotated in tight handwriting.

“These are movable partitions for the group study pods,” Ethan explained. “Students can rearrange the space depending on how they work—solo, pairs, big teams. The main idea is to give them options.”

Mr. Evans, one of the suits, leaned closer, tracing a finger over the margin. “This is solid, Ethan. Clean design. I like that it’s modern but not overdone.”

Ethan’s shoulders relaxed a bit. “Thanks. That’s what I was aiming for.”

Victoria jumped in, standing close enough that her arm brushed his again. “Ethan’s been killing it on this. We knew he’d deliver.”

The clients wrapped up with more nods and promises to sign off soon, then filed out, leaving the room quiet. Ethan sank into a chair, exhaling hard. “That’s done.”

Clare bolted up and threw her arms around him from behind, squeezing his shoulders. “You were amazing!”

Jess grinned, staying seated. “Yeah, you didn’t even trip over your words. Impressive.”

Ethan chuckled, patting Clare’s arm until she let go. “Thanks, you two. Wasn’t sure they’d buy it.”

Victoria perched on the table’s edge, crossing her legs. “They bought it because it’s good. Oh, and more good news—the university’s planning to redo their older buildings. Means more contracts for us, more designs for you.”

Ethan’s eyebrows shot up. “Wait, what?”

She nodded, her skirt shifting slightly as she adjusted her position. “Yep. Big projects. Might need you in the office more, though.”

Ethan’s stomach did a little flip. More work was great—money, prestige—but it’d mean less time at home with Clare and Jess. He glanced at them. Clare’s smile dimmed, her fingers twisting the hem of her dress. Jess’s jaw tightened, her eyes narrowing just a bit.

“I’ll think about it,” Ethan said, keeping his tone even. “Love the work, but I’ve got… stuff to figure out.”

Victoria shrugged, sliding off the table. “No rush. We’ll sort it later. For now, let’s celebrate.”

Clare perked up, clapping her hands. “Dinner! Victoria, you’ve gotta come!”

Jess stood, brushing her jeans. “Yeah, join us. It’ll be fun.”

Victoria looked at Ethan, her head tilting. “If it’s cool with you?”

Ethan smiled, grabbing his bag. “Yeah, come along. More the merrier.”

They started packing up—Ethan rolling his drafts into a tight tube, Clare gathering her water bottle and phone, Jess slinging her bag back on. Victoria grabbed a stack of folders from the table, her heels clicking as she moved.

“Hey,” Clare said, nudging Ethan as they headed for the door. “Can we swing by that break room? I need coffee.”

Jess smirked. “Told you—two cups wasn’t enough.”

Ethan led them down the hall, past glass offices where people typed or stared at screens. The break room was small—vending machines, a counter with a coffee maker, and a fridge humming in the corner. A guy with a scruffy beard—Mike—was pouring coffee into a mug that said “World’s Okayest Employee.”

Mike looked up and grinned. “Ethan! In the flesh! What’s this, bring-your-friends-to-work day?”

Ethan laughed, grabbing a paper cup from a stack. “Something like that.”

Clare darted to the coffee maker, snagging a cup and filling it with dark brew. “Finally. Lifeblood.”

Jess leaned against the counter, watching her. “You’re gonna crash hard later.”

Victoria smirked, sipping from a water bottle she’d pulled from her bag. “She’s got energy to spare.”

Mike nodded at the girls. “You two keeping him in line?”

Clare grinned, blowing on her coffee. “Oh, yeah. He’s hopeless without us.”

Ethan rolled his eyes, pouring his own cup. “Thanks, Clare.”

They lingered for a minute, Clare gulping her coffee like it was a race, Jess chatting with Mike about the vending machine’s snack options. Victoria stood close to Ethan, her shoulder brushing his as she pointed out a new espresso machine in the corner. “We upgraded since you were last here.”

“Nice,” Ethan said, stepping back to sip his coffee. “Might need that if I’m coming in more.”

They finished up and headed out, Clare clutching her cup like a trophy, Jess teasing her about caffeine jitters. Ethan walked beside Victoria, the girls trailing behind, their voices bouncing off the glass walls. The day was going smooth—work done, dinner ahead—but that news about more projects stuck in his head. More time here meant less time with them. He’d have to figure that out, but for now, he pushed it aside.

Dinner sounded better.


Chapter 5

Ethan eased the SUV into the steakhouse parking lot just as the sun dropped below the city skyline. Shadows stretched across the asphalt, and the restaurant’s sleek exterior glowed under a neon sign that read “Prime Cut.” Two valet attendants in sharp black vests stood by the entrance, hands clasped behind their backs. Ethan turned off the engine and twisted in his seat to glance at Clare and Jess in the back. Clare was already fumbling with her seatbelt, her eyes glued to the building’s tall glass doors, while Jess propped her elbow on the center console, peering out the windshield.

“Wow, Ethan, this place looks expensive,” Clare said, her voice bouncing with energy as she finally clicked the belt free. She tugged at her sundress’s hem. “I feel like I should’ve worn something fancier.”

Jess smirked, adjusting the strap of her fitted black top. “Relax. You’re not here to impress the queen.”

Victoria, in the passenger seat, unbuckled and turned to them with a grin. “You’re both fine. They’ve seen worse than a sundress and jeans here.” She pushed her door open and stepped out, her heels tapping the pavement.

Ethan grabbed his keys, swung his door open, and climbed out, stretching his arms overhead. The warm evening air brushed his skin as he shut the door with a thud. A valet—a skinny kid with gel-slicked hair—jogged over, and Ethan tossed him the keys with a quick “Thanks.” Clare hopped out next, smoothing her dress with both hands, while Jess slid out after her, slinging her small purse over her shoulder. Victoria led the way toward the entrance, her stride confident, and Ethan trailed behind, hands jammed in his pockets.

The steakhouse doors parted, and they stepped into a world of dark wood paneling and soft lighting. Leather booths lined the walls, and the air carried the rich scent of grilled steak and melted butter. Silverware clinked faintly as a hostess in a tight black dress greeted them from behind a podium. “Good evening. Reservation?”

“Yeah, for four,” Ethan said, leaning his elbow on the edge of the podium. “Under Daniels.”

She scanned a tablet, tapped the screen, and nodded. “Got it. Follow me.” She scooped up four menus and started walking.

They trailed her through the dining room, weaving between tables. Clare’s head swiveled, her eyes catching on the crystal chandeliers and black-and-white photos of old cattle ranches framed on the walls. Jess kept her eyes ahead, her expression neutral, hands loose at her sides. Victoria stayed close to Ethan, her arm brushing his every few steps as they moved. He didn’t shift away, just kept walking, his boots scuffing lightly on the polished floor.

The hostess stopped at a corner booth with deep red cushions and a small candle flickering in a glass holder on the table. Clare slid in first, scooting to the center and patting the seat beside her. Jess followed, settling in and resting her elbows on the table. Ethan took the left end, sinking into the cushion, while Victoria claimed the right, setting her purse beside her. The hostess handed out the menus and left with a quick “Your server will be right over.”

Clare flipped her menu open immediately, her finger running down the list of entrees. “Oh my God, listen to this—‘28-ounce tomahawk steak with garlic herb butter.’ What’s a tomahawk?”

Jess leaned over, her shoulder bumping Clare’s as she read. “It’s a ribeye with the bone left in. Huge. Like something a Viking would eat.”

Clare’s eyes lit up, and she slapped the menu shut. “That’s mine. I’m so hungry I could eat the table.”

Ethan laughed, flipping a page in his own menu. “That thing’s massive, Clare. You sure you’re up for it?”

She straightened, puffing out her chest with a grin. “Bet on it.”

Victoria smirked, resting her folded hands on the table. “I’m sticking with the filet mignon. Simple and safe.”

Jess nodded, closing her menu and pushing it aside. “Same. Medium rare.”

A waiter appeared—tall, with a thick mustache and a white apron tied tight around his waist. He pulled a notepad from his pocket. “Evening, everyone. Drinks to start?”

Clare sat up straight, hands clasped in front of her. “Yes! Mojito, please.”

Jess raised an eyebrow, smirking. “Going hard already?”

“It’s a big night,” Clare said, shrugging. “Ethan’s a fancy architect now.”

Ethan rolled his eyes but grinned as he leaned back. “Beer for me. Whatever’s on tap.”

Victoria tapped her fingers on the table. “Red wine. Cabernet.”

Jess crossed her arms. “I’ll take a beer too.”

The waiter scribbled, tucked the notepad away, and disappeared into the hum of the restaurant. Clare grabbed her napkin, folding it into a lumpy square, then unfolding it and starting over. Jess drummed her fingers on the table, her eyes flicking from Ethan to Victoria and back.

Victoria leaned forward, her voice gentle but genuine. “How’s everything going with the rebuild? I know it can’t be easy, living out of bags for months.”

Clare blinked, surprised for just a second, then smiled. “You remembered that?”

Victoria nodded. “Ethan mentioned it a while back. I was really sorry to hear what happened. That’s a lot to go through.”

Jess’s expression softened. “Thanks. It sucked, but we’re managing.”

Clare nudged Ethan lightly. “Okay, you’re forgiven for spilling the tea. She’s sweet about it.”

Victoria chuckled, raising her wine glass. “Just glad you landed somewhere safe. You’ve clearly made yourselves at home.”

Jess smirked. “Oh, you have no idea.”

The drinks arrived—Clare’s mojito in a tall glass with a mint sprig, Ethan and Jess’s beers in frosted mugs, and Victoria’s wine in a wide goblet. The waiter took their food order: Clare’s tomahawk, Jess and Victoria’s filets, and Ethan’s ribeye, medium. He left, and Clare grabbed her mojito, taking a long sip. Her cheeks went pink, and she licked her lips. “This is so good. Ethan, try it.”

He shook his head, lifting his beer. “I’m set. Keep your rum.”

Jess leaned forward, voice low. “Pace yourself, Clare. Food’s not even here yet.”

Clare waved her off, taking another sip. “I’m fine. Just happy.”

Victoria sipped her wine, watching them with a small smile. “You three are cute together. Like a little team.”

Ethan’s face heated, and he took a quick gulp of beer. “We’ve had practice.”

Clare shifted closer, her shoulder pressing into his arm. Her hand slid onto his thigh under the table, resting there lightly. “He’s stuck with us.”

Victoria’s eyes flicked to Clare’s hand, her smile tightening for a split second. Jess caught it, her gaze sharpening, but she stayed quiet, sipping her beer.

The appetizers landed—crispy calamari in a basket and a plate of oysters on ice. Clare grabbed a calamari ring, popping it into her mouth with a happy hum, crumbs falling onto her lap. Jess picked up an oyster, tilting it to her lips and slurping it down, then wiping her mouth with the back of her hand.

“So, Victoria,” Jess said, setting the shell down, “how long have you and Ethan been working together?”

Victoria dabbed her lips with a napkin. “Five years or so. Lots of projects.”

Clare paused, a calamari ring dangling from her fingers. “Cool ones?”

“Yeah,” Victoria said, swirling her wine. “Office buildings, a museum redo, and now the university library. Ethan’s the brains behind most of it.”

Ethan shrugged, spearing a piece of calamari with his fork. “Team effort.”

Jess smirked. “Don’t play humble. We saw those drawings.”

Clare leaned into him, grinning. “Yeah, you’re the smart one.”

Victoria’s eyes darted between them, her smile steady but her gaze keener now. “You two really build him up, huh?”

Jess met her look, tone light. “Gotta balance it out. He’s too serious otherwise.”

Clare laughed, her hand squeezing Ethan’s thigh. “Yeah, we keep him grounded.”

Ethan shifted, the warmth of her hand seeping through his jeans. He glanced at Victoria, who tilted her head, watching them. Before he could speak, Jess leaned across the table, grabbed his face with one hand, and kissed him quick and firm on the lips. His eyes widened, but he kissed her back, his hand landing on her wrist. She pulled away, smirking, and Clare beamed beside him.

Victoria’s wine glass paused halfway to her mouth, but instead of surprise, a knowing smile played on her lips. “So… you finally told them I already knew?”

Clare blinked. “Wait—what?”

Jess narrowed her eyes at Ethan. “You told her?”

Ethan rubbed the back of his neck, sheepish. “I mentioned it... a while ago. After that planning call last month. It just came up.”

Clare leaned back, mock-offended. “So she’s been in on our little triangle this whole time and we were the last to know?”

Victoria smirked, setting down her glass. “He wasn’t exactly bragging, but yeah—I’ve known. I think it’s kind of badass.”

Jess raised an eyebrow, then clinked her glass lightly against Victoria’s. “Well. Welcome to the inner circle, I guess.”

Clare giggled and leaned against Ethan. “Next time, give us a heads-up. We like to control the drama.”

Ethan chuckled, slipping his arm around her. “Noted.”

Clare giggled, her fingers drawing circles on his leg. “Don’t worry, Victoria. We’re not looking for new members.”

Jess snorted, nearly spilling her beer. “Clare, shut up.”

Victoria laughed, the stiffness melting away. “No, it’s cool. I’m just surprised. If it works, it works.”

Ethan exhaled, relieved. “Appreciate that.”

The steaks arrived, cutting off the awkwardness. Clare’s tomahawk took up half the table, the bone jutting out like a club, and she stared at it, mouth open. “Okay, I might’ve bitten off more than I can chew.”

Jess smirked, slicing into her filet. “Told you. That’s a monster.”

Clare grabbed her knife and fork, squaring her shoulders. “I’ve got this.”

They ate, the mood easing up. Victoria shared a story about a printer catching fire during a deadline, and Clare laughed so hard she nearly tipped her mojito over, catching it just in time with a yelp. Jess teased Ethan about his “architect scowl” from the presentation, and he fired back, “Better than your ‘I’m silently judging everyone’ face.”

Dessert came—cheesecake for Clare, crème brûlée for Jess, coffee for Ethan and Victoria. Clare leaned back, her hand resting on Ethan’s arm, while Jess stretched her legs out, her foot brushing his shin under the table. Victoria checked her watch. “I should go soon. Early meeting.”

Clare pouted, fork in hand. “Nooo, stay longer.”

Jess nodded. “One more drink.”

Victoria hesitated, then smiled. “Fine, one more.”

They ordered—wine for Victoria, whiskey for Jess, water for Ethan. Clare, tipsy now, sipped her mojito slowly, her cheeks rosy. She turned to Victoria. “Is Ethan grumpy at work too?”

Victoria shook her head, laughing. “Not really. He’s calm, focused.”

Jess smirked. “That’s ‘cause we wear him out at home.”

Clare giggled, pressing into Ethan. “We’re his therapy.”

Ethan coughed, face red. “Alright, maybe skip the details.”

Victoria’s eyes widened, but she grinned. “I get it. You’ve got a system.”

Jess leaned in, teasing. “Keeps things interesting. If he’s tied up, Clare and I manage.”

Victoria blushed, sipping her wine fast. “That’s… practical.”

Ethan steered it back. “They’re kidding. Sort of.”

Clare grinned, her hand creeping up his thigh. “Are we?”

Jess laughed, her foot nudging his leg. “Maybe not.”

Victoria shook her head, amused. “You’re a handful.”

They toasted Ethan’s presentation, glasses clinking. Clare chugged her mojito, coughed, and grinned as Jess patted her back. “Slow down, champ.”

Victoria grabbed her bag. “Okay, I’m out. Thanks for dinner, Ethan. And the entertainment.”

Clare wobbled up and hugged her tight. “You’re the best. Come back soon?”

Victoria hugged back, laughing. “Sure. Next time Ethan’s in town.”

Jess gave her a quick hug. “See ya.”

Ethan walked Victoria to the door. She pecked his cheek, smirking. “Don’t let them tire you out.”

He chuckled, touching his cheek. “I’ll manage.”

Back at the booth, Clare slumped against Jess, half-asleep. “Victoria’s cool,” she said. “She took our mess in stride.”

Clare mumbled, “She’s pretty. Ethan should date her too.”

Ethan blinked, and Jess laughed. “She’s drunk. Ignore her.”

They paid and headed out, Clare leaning on Ethan as they crossed the lot. The valet pulled the SUV up, and Ethan guided Clare into the back, buckling her in as she curled up. Jess climbed in beside her, and Ethan took the wheel.

The drive to the hotel was silent, city lights streaking past. At the suite, Clare stumbled out of the elevator, giggling, and flopped onto the couch, kicking off her shoes with clumsy swings of her legs. Jess grabbed a water bottle from the minibar and shoved it into Clare’s hands. “Drink. You’ll hate yourself less tomorrow.”

Clare sipped, clutching the bottle. “Thanks, Mom.”

Jess rolled her eyes and joined Ethan on the balcony. The night air was cool, the city buzzing below. “Victoria’s into you,” Jess said, leaning on the railing.

Ethan shrugged, hands in his pockets. “Maybe. I’ve got enough going on.”

Jess bumped his shoulder, smirking. “Yeah, you do.”

Ethan leaned on the railing beside her, their shoulders touching as the breeze stirred the city air. Behind them, Clare mumbled something incoherent and shifted on the couch, one leg dangling off the side.

Jess glanced back and smiled. “She’s gonna wake up with one shoe missing and no idea how it happened.”

Ethan chuckled, the tension of the day slipping from his shoulders. “Guess I’ll be the one finding it.”

Jess bumped his arm again, this time gently. “You’re good at finding things.”

He didn’t answer right away—just stood there, looking out at the lights, with Jess by his side and Clare snoring behind them, and for once, everything felt easy.


Afterword





Thanks for reading Carolina Rain. 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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