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Chapter 1

The morning light slipped lazily through the slats of Ethan’s bedroom blinds, casting wide bands of soft gold across the tangled mess of sheets, limbs, and tousled hair. The air smelled like sun-warmed cotton, faint traces of salt from the ocean breeze creeping in through the cracked window. Somewhere, a seagull cried out—probably perched on the chimney like a smug little bastard, announcing the day like it was his job.
Ethan lay in the middle of the bed, one arm slung over Jess’s waist, the other resting palm-up against Clare’s bare back. The room was still warm with sleep and skin and whatever dream Clare had murmured something about during the night. It was early, not stupid early, but that sweet, stubborn kind of morning where getting up felt like a crime.
Clare was curled up against his left side, her cheek smushed against his chest, her breath warm and steady. She wore a soft pink bra—thin straps barely clinging to her shoulder—and nothing else, the sheet tangled around her thighs. Jess, on the other hand, was on his right, half on her stomach, one leg hooked over his, completely topless. No bra, no shirt. Just smooth skin and a quiet rise and fall of her breath. Her dark hair was a curtain across the pillow, strands stuck to her cheek.
Ethan shifted slightly. His back cracked in protest, and Clare let out a sleepy groan, her fingers tightening on his chest.
“Don’t move,” she mumbled.
“Didn’t realize I signed up to be a mattress,” he whispered back.
“You’re the best mattress,” she added, snuggling closer.
Jess stirred and cracked one eye open. “If you two are gonna start talking, I’m rolling over and smothering someone.”
Clare grinned against Ethan’s skin. “What if we start kissing instead?”
“That’s acceptable,” Jess muttered.
A sudden rumble outside broke the lazy peace—deep, mechanical and definitely too loud for this early. It sounded like someone had dropped a tank on the street. Then came the beeping. That obnoxious reverse-beep of large machinery, echoing off the houses like a construction crew was backing into their dreams with a vengeance.
Ethan sighed. “Sounds like they’re here.”
Jess groaned. “Already?”
Clare pushed herself up slightly, squinting toward the window. “Yep. That’s definitely demolition crew noise. They brought the big boys.”
Outside, the muted rumble of diesel engines and hydraulic whines rose steadily. The occasional metallic crash echoed as something heavy was dropped onto something heavier.
“That’s the excavators,” Ethan muttered, rubbing his face. “Front loaders, maybe a dumpster truck. I called in a favor.”
“You called in a favor?” Jess raised an eyebrow, still not bothering to cover herself. “You know a demolition crew?”
“I know a construction company,” Ethan replied, turning his head to look at her. “Buddy of mine runs it. He owed me for a design gig I did last year. Figured I’d cash it in for something useful.”
Jess gave a low whistle. “Remind me to keep you on retainer. In case I ever need a building leveled.”
Clare sat up and stretched, the bra she wore riding up slightly to reveal more skin than it covered. She yawned and looked toward the window. “We cleared most of the debris already, didn’t we?”
“Everything we could lift,” Ethan nodded. “The big pieces and the foundation—way beyond what we can handle. That’s what they’re taking care of today.”
Clare’s smile faded a bit, her eyes distant. “Feels weird.”
Jess shifted, propping herself up on one elbow, the blanket falling away from her chest. “What does?”
“Hearing it all come down for real,” Clare said softly. “Like… the last piece of our old life disappearing.”
Ethan sat up, pulling the sheet with him and letting it bunch around his waist. He reached for Clare, hand warm on the small of her back. “You’ll build something better. Both of you.”
Jess reached over and gave Clare’s hand a gentle squeeze. “We’re okay now. You and me, remember?”
Clare nodded slowly, her eyes still on the window. “Yeah.”
They sat in silence for a moment, the sounds of the heavy machinery punctuating the quiet like an aggressive soundtrack to their reflection. Another crash. Another beep. A groan of metal being torn apart.
“Alright,” Ethan said, voice low and slightly amused. “We should probably get up. Go see the chaos.”
“Don’t wanna,” Clare whined, flopping back into his lap dramatically. “Too cozy.”
Jess chuckled. “Agreed. Five more minutes.”
“Five more hours,” Clare countered, her arms wrapping around Ethan’s waist.
Jess ran a hand across Ethan’s stomach, her palm warm against his skin. “You do make a solid mattress.”
Ethan leaned back on his elbows, pretending to sigh. “This is how you both plan to keep me in bed all day, isn’t it?”
Clare propped herself up just enough to press a kiss to his chest. “Is it working?”
He glanced down. Clare’s bra straps had slipped lower, exposing more of her pale, freckled shoulders. Her chest pressed against him lightly, the swell of her breasts peeking out. She looked up with a teasing smile. “I wore your favorite one.”
“Didn’t know I had a favorite,” Ethan said.
“Pink,” Clare said, tapping his nose. “You said pink looked good on me. I remember things.”
Jess scooted closer, her bare chest brushing Ethan’s side. “I didn’t wear anything. You said that looked good on me.”
Ethan’s hand slid instinctively over Jess’s side, then across Clare’s back. He traced slow lines across Clare’s spine with his fingers, and with the other hand, he cupped Jess’s breast, his thumb brushing her nipple until it hardened under his touch. Jess closed her eyes briefly and sighed.
Clare shifted on his lap, leaning forward to kiss his neck. “We really don’t have to go outside yet.”
“Yeah,” Jess added, her voice low and amused. “Let the bulldozers earn their pay while we earn our orgasms.”
Ethan chuckled, but the sound died quickly as Clare kissed his collarbone and her hand slid down his stomach. Jess leaned in, kissing the side of his face, her bare chest pressing against him fully now, skin warm and smooth. His body was responding fast—too fast, given the sound of concrete being torn to shreds thirty feet away.
Clare’s hand slipped lower, fingers teasing the waistband of his boxers. “You’re already hard,” she whispered with a little giggle. “Guess someone likes bulldozers.”
“I like boobs,” Ethan replied, deadpan. “And mine just arrived in stereo.”
Jess snorted. “Dumb. But fair.”
Clare pulled back slightly, her hand still hovering below the sheet. “Okay. But if we don’t stop now, we’re not getting up until lunch.”
Ethan nodded, trying to catch his breath. “You’re not wrong.”
Jess smirked, sitting up slowly, giving him one last look at her chest before she casually pulled a T-shirt from the floor and tugged it on. “Fine. Let’s be responsible.”
Clare sighed dramatically, then climbed off his lap, reaching for her discarded shorts. “You ruin everything, Jess.”
“I ruin nothing,” Jess said, slipping into a pair of black yoga pants. “I’m the reason you’ll still have energy later.”
Clare groaned and reached back to hook her bra. “That’s fair.”
Ethan watched them both dress for a second—Clare bouncing lightly on her feet as she struggled into a clean tank top, Jess already fully dressed and pulling her hair into a messy bun. The contrast between them was always amusing. Clare treated getting dressed like a game of Twister. Jess did it like she had a stopwatch.
Ethan stood, the sheet dropping to reveal his morning wood, which made Clare glance over and whistle.
“Think you should walk past the demo crew like that,” she teased.
“Yeah,” Jess added. “Really boost morale.”
Ethan rolled his eyes and grabbed a pair of boxers from the floor. “You two are impossible.”
“Better than boring,” Clare chirped.
He pulled on jeans and a T-shirt and followed them to the door. The smell of coffee wafted faintly down the hall from the kitchen.
Jess paused at the door, hand on the knob. “We’re checking out the noise first, right?”
“Yeah,” Ethan said, stretching his arms. “Might as well see the wreckage.”
Clare stepped between them and hooked her arms around their waists. “Let’s go watch our old life get torn down. Together.”
Jess smiled. “We’re making a new one, remember?”
“Still,” Clare said. “I wanna see it go.”




Chapter 2

The house rattled slightly as a front loader clanked its metal jaws into the burnt-out shell next door. Ethan stood at the living room window in his worn T-shirt and jeans, holding his coffee mug like it was an anchor. He squinted against the glare of the morning sun bouncing off the steel arm of the excavator as it rammed through the remains of what used to be Clare and Jess’s front porch. A loud crunch echoed across the yard as the deck boards gave out in a cloud of dust and splinters.
“Jesus,” he muttered.
Behind him, muffled voices drifted in from the kitchen. Jess’s voice—calm, decisive—was saying something about the coffee filters. Clare, in classic Clare fashion, was loudly accusing a box of cereal of lying about how much it contained. Ethan took a long sip of his coffee and watched the machine scoop up a heap of blackened debris and dump it into the massive orange dumpster parked in the driveway.
“What’d the house ever do to you?” he said under his breath.
Another loud crack answered him. The second machine, a clawed excavator, had started ripping at the remains of the back wall. Wood snapped like bones. The house didn’t stand a chance.
“Ethan?” Clare called from the kitchen. “Did you use the last of the milk?”
“Not guilty,” he called back. “I used half.”
“That counts as last when you don’t tell anyone!” she hollered.
Jess’s voice followed. “He probably poured half a teaspoon into his mug and decided the rest was someone else’s problem.”
Ethan turned from the window and walked into the kitchen just in time to watch Clare shaking an empty carton like it had personally betrayed her. She stood in front of the fridge in a tiny tank top and a pair of sky-blue pajama shorts with little flamingos on them. Her hair was pulled into a messy half-bun that was already starting to fall apart.
Jess was at the counter, calm as ever, stirring two mugs of coffee. She wore a fitted olive-green tee and black leggings. No makeup. Hair twisted into a tight knot at the back of her head. Efficiency personified.
Ethan held up his mug. “I took, like, a thimble’s worth of milk. I swear.”
Clare narrowed her eyes at him and pointed at her cereal. “Do you see how dry this is?”
Jess didn’t even look up. “Eat it like trail mix.”
Clare scowled. “This isn’t granola, Jess. It’s Lucky Charms. Without milk, it’s just sugar rocks and sadness.”
Ethan walked over, set his mug down, and reached for the pantry. “You want toast instead?”
Clare pouted. “I wanted breakfast cereal like a functioning adult.”
Jess snorted. “You just argued with a cereal box. You don’t get to say ‘functioning adult.’”
“I stand by my case,” Clare said, arms crossed.
Ethan grabbed the loaf of bread and dropped two slices in the toaster. “Toast it is. Want peanut butter?”
“Ugh, fine,” Clare said dramatically, sliding onto one of the barstools at the counter. “But only if it’s the crunchy kind.”
Jess passed a mug to Clare without a word and then handed one to Ethan. “Your guilt coffee. Drink up, milk thief.”
He smirked and took a sip. “Still better than trail mix cereal.”
Jess leaned on the counter, arms folded. “So, they’ll probably finish clearing the lot by end of day.”
Ethan nodded, setting his mug down. “That’s what Dale said. Once the foundation’s out and the debris is loaded, we’re basically ready for soil inspection.”
Clare’s eyes lit up. “Then we can start rebuilding?”
Jess nodded. “Yeah. Once we get the green light, we can get the plans approved and start looking at contractors.”
Clare bounced slightly on the stool. “I want a big porch. And a window seat. And a tub I can drown in.”
Ethan leaned back against the counter, arms crossed. “Drowning not recommended.”
“I’m serious,” Clare said. “One of those tubs that’s practically a swimming pool.”
Jess raised an eyebrow. “You’re five foot three. A regular tub is already a swimming pool.”
Clare pointed at her. “You are no fun today.”
“I’m drinking straight black coffee. What do you expect?” Jess replied, sipping hers calmly.
The toaster popped, and Ethan grabbed the slices, dropping them onto a plate. He smeared crunchy peanut butter across both and slid it in front of Clare. She immediately took a bite, eyes closing with a satisfied sigh.
“Mmm. I forgive you,” she said with her mouth full.
“I wasn’t asking for forgiveness,” Ethan said.
“You needed it,” Clare mumbled around another bite.
Jess smiled into her mug. “So. Big question.” She set the mug down and looked at Ethan. “You free this week?”
He shrugged. “I didn’t have anything scheduled after the library presentation. Just keeping up on project revisions.”
“Good,” Jess said. “Because we’re not staying home.”
Ethan blinked. “Huh?”
Clare grinned, peanut butter on the corner of her mouth. “Surprise!”
Ethan looked between them. “Wait. What’s happening?”
Jess pulled her phone from her pocket, tapped a few times, and handed it to him. The screen showed a confirmation email: Four-Person Cruise Booking – Miami to Grand Cayman. Departure: Friday. His eyes widened.
“You booked a cruise?” he said, looking up.
Clare was practically vibrating on her stool. “We wanted to do something nice! You’ve done so much for us—letting us stay here, paying for the demo crew, letting us make fun of your weird coffee habits—”
Ethan laughed. “You make fun of everything I do.”
“Exactly,” Clare said, nodding. “You earned this.”
Jess took the phone back. “We figured we’d have some downtime while the lot gets cleared. Permits take forever. So why not use that time for something fun?”
Ethan leaned back, rubbing the back of his neck. “You two really went all out.”
Jess gave a half-smile. “It’s a thank-you. And maybe a little selfish. We wanted sun, beaches, and someone to carry our luggage.”
Clare perked up. “And there’s a pool bar. And a water slide! Jess said I couldn’t use it after drinking, but we’ll see.”
Ethan grinned. “Okay… wow. I mean, I’m flattered. I just… didn’t expect this.”
“There’s one more thing,” Jess said casually, like she was mentioning a weather update.
Ethan raised an eyebrow. “Do I want to know?”
Clare bit her lip and looked almost guilty. “We… kinda… invited someone else?”
Ethan paused. “Who?”
“Victoria,” Jess said.
Ethan’s brain did a slow somersault. “Wait—Victoria? My coworker Victoria?”
“Yep,” Jess said. “She said yes.”
Ethan blinked. “She said yes?”
Clare nodded. “We thought… well, she was fun in the city. And you two have history. And she looked like she could use a break.”
“History?” Ethan echoed. “We worked together. That’s barely history.”
Jess gave him a look. “She hugged you real tight.”
Ethan set his mug down slowly. “I mean… she’s great. Just... I’ve never spent more than a day around her outside work. Let alone a cruise. On a boat. In the same room.”
Clare tilted her head. “You’re not mad, right?”
He rubbed his temple. “No. No, not mad. Just surprised.”
“She’s in a room with us,” Jess added.
Ethan looked up, now really surprised. “You booked her in the same room?”
Clare nodded. “Balcony suite. Two beds. Plenty of space.”
He stared at them both. “You’re planning something, aren’t you?”
Jess raised an eyebrow, completely deadpan. “We’d never.”
Clare broke into a grin. “We might.”
Ethan shook his head, but he was smiling now. “You two are dangerous.”
Jess took another sip of coffee. “That’s why you like us.”
Ethan laughed. “God help me, you’re right.”
Clare leaned across the counter, her hands on his. “So… you’ll come?”
He looked at their faces. Bright. Mischievous. A little too smug. He sighed.
“I’m in,” he said.
Jess gave a small, satisfied nod.
Clare squealed, leapt off the stool, and hugged him around the neck. “You’re gonna love it! I packed your swim trunks already!”
“You packed what?” Ethan said, startled.
Jess shrugged. “We did inventory while you were in the shower yesterday. Your drawer needed help.”
Ethan groaned. “This is going to be the weirdest cruise of my life.”
Jess smirked. “And the best.”
He looked back toward the window. The house next door was almost completely gone now. Just splinters, smoke, and one last wall clinging to life.
Maybe weird wasn’t such a bad thing.




Chapter 3

The next morning started with the annoying beep of Clare’s phone alarm and ended with Ethan shoving a rolling suitcase into the back of the rented car while Jess adjusted the strap of her duffel bag for the fourth time. The sun was barely up, the air thick with that warm, damp Florida-in-March kind of humidity, and everyone already looked like they needed a nap.
Except Clare. Clare was basically vibrating.
“We’re going on a cruise,” she said for the sixth time since they landed. “An actual cruise. Like with buffets and tiny shampoo bottles.”
Jess, already in sunglasses, gave her a side look. “It’s a boat, not a spa commercial.”
Clare ignored her. She was dressed in a breezy dress with pineapples printed all over it and flip-flops that slapped the pavement with every step. Her blonde hair was up in two twisted buns that made her look like a perky space traveler. Ethan didn’t know how she had so much energy after a flight, a layover, and a shuttle ride, but here they were.
Victoria was waiting just outside the airport terminal when they pulled up. She had a carry-on bag, a slouchy leather backpack, and a wide-brimmed hat tucked under her arm like she’d debated wearing it but lost confidence at the last second. Her outfit was simple but sharp—white blouse, high-waisted jeans, and wedge sandals that somehow made her look like a travel magazine ad. Her dark hair was down, curling just slightly at the ends.
Jess got out of the passenger seat first and gave a wave. “Look who made it.”
Victoria smiled and walked over, pulling her sunglasses down. “Did I miss the chaotic loading process?”
Clare was already halfway out of the back seat, waving wildly. “You made it! I was worried your plane would get canceled and we’d have to drag Ethan around like a third wheel.”
Ethan stepped out of the driver’s seat, closing the door behind him. “Good to see you, Victoria.”
“You too,” she said, giving him a quick once-over. “You look like a man about to be kidnapped by three women.”
“That’s...accurate,” Ethan replied.
They shoved her bag in with the others, Jess climbing back into the passenger seat and Clare directing traffic from the backseat like a chaotic GPS system with opinions. Victoria sat in the back beside Clare, legs crossed, the tension in her shoulders gradually loosening as the car pulled out of the airport loop.
“So,” Victoria said, glancing around the car, “how’s demolition going back home?”
“Loud,” Ethan said. “But it’s almost done.”
Jess looked at Victoria in the mirror. “You ready for a week on a boat with us?”
Victoria grinned. “Honestly? After this year? I’d go on a raft if it meant not checking emails.”
Clare gasped. “We should do a raft trip next!”
“No,” Jess said instantly.
The drive to the hotel took about forty minutes, thanks to construction and a confusing detour that Clare swore was a government conspiracy. They pulled into a medium-nice hotel just a few blocks from the cruise terminal—nothing flashy, but clean, with palms out front and a breakfast buffet sign that made Clare’s eyes light up.
Ethan checked them in while the girls stood off to the side by a potted plant that looked like it had seen better decades.
“I call dibs on the good bed,” Clare said, stretching her arms above her head.
Jess raised an eyebrow. “You don’t even know what the beds look like.”
“Exactly. I’m preparing early.”
Victoria smirked. “I’ll sleep wherever as long as it’s horizontal.”
The front desk clerk handed Ethan three key cards and directions to their room, which was on the third floor. They all piled into the elevator, bags in hand, Clare humming some cruise commercial jingle like she was being paid for it.
The room wasn’t much—just two queen beds, a bathroom, and a window that overlooked a cracked parking lot and a row of tired palm trees. No balcony, no welcome chocolates, nothing fancy. Just plain beige walls and a faint smell of industrial-strength air freshener.
But it was clean. The AC worked. And the beds looked soft enough to survive one night.
Clare threw her bag onto one of the beds and belly-flopped beside it with a dramatic groan. “This is the best thing I’ve ever felt in my life.”
Jess dropped her bag by the other bed and sat on the edge, rubbing her calves. “I’ve never wanted to marry a pillow until now.”
Victoria stood by the window, squinting through the half-closed blinds. “Our view is... inspiring.”
Ethan set his suitcase down near the bathroom and rolled his shoulders. “Anyone need the shower?”
Jess raised a hand lazily. “You go first. You’re the only one who still smells like recycled airplane air.”
Ethan didn’t argue. He grabbed clean clothes from his bag and stepped into the bathroom, closing the door behind him.
The shower was already steaming by the time he pulled his shirt over his head and tossed it onto the counter. He stepped in, sighing as the hot water hit his back. It was one of those showers with too much water pressure, like it was trying to power wash you into good hygiene. He leaned into it, running a hand through his hair, feeling the grime of travel melt away.
He didn’t hear the door open.
The curtain slid back slightly, and Jess’s voice, low and sly, cut through the hiss of the water.
“Hope you’re not in a hurry.”
Ethan blinked. “Jess?”
She stepped in without waiting for permission. Completely nude, her skin already flushed from the warmth of the room, dark hair falling loose around her shoulders. Her breasts were firm and full, nipples already hardened. Her hand brushed against his hip as she moved in closer, grinning up at him.
“Victoria’s watching some reality show on mute,” she whispered, wrapping her fingers around his cock without hesitation. “Clare’s digging through the minibar like she’s looking for the Holy Grail.”
Ethan hissed through his teeth as her hand stroked him. “Jess…”
“I missed you,” she said, pressing her body against his, her breasts slick with steam as they slid across his chest. “Figured I’d say hi.”
He bent slightly, mouth closing around her nipple, sucking gently while his hands gripped her waist. She moaned softly, arching into him, her thigh lifting as she rubbed her wet slit against his hard cock.
“We shouldn’t,” he said, voice low.
Jess smirked. “You say that every time. And yet…”
She dropped to her knees, the water cascading down her back, and took him into her mouth. Ethan braced a hand against the wall, groaning as her tongue swirled around the tip. She sucked him deep, slow, teasing, her hands steady on his thighs. When she pulled back, her lips were slick and red.
“Still think we shouldn’t?” she asked, standing again and wrapping her arms around his neck.
He answered by lifting her thigh and pressing her against the tile. She reached down, guiding his cock to her entrance. Her pussy was already wet, heat radiating from her as he slid inside her in one smooth, quiet thrust.
She gasped, her breath hot against his ear. “God, I missed this.”
They moved together, slow and deep. Her leg hooked higher on his hip, her back pressed against the wall, their bodies slipping against each other with each thrust. Her nipples dragged across his chest, leaving little trails of heat.
Ethan kissed her neck, biting lightly. “We have to be quiet.”
Jess grinned, biting her lip. “Then stop making me moan.”
Her pussy clenched around him, tight and pulsing. Ethan reached down, one hand between her thighs, his fingers rubbing her clit in tight circles. Her breath hitched, nails digging into his shoulders.
“I’m close,” she whispered.
“Me too.”
She clenched tighter, her orgasm rippling through her as he drove deep one last time. His own climax hit hard, cock throbbing as he emptied into her, their moans muffled by the shower and each other’s mouths.
They stood there for a moment, breathless and tangled under the water.
Eventually, Jess leaned back and kissed him softly. “You’re gonna make this cruise fun.”
They dried off quickly, dressed even faster. Jess was back in leggings and a cropped tee, damp hair pulled into a loose braid. Ethan threw on a clean T-shirt and jeans, trying to act like his legs weren’t still shaking.
When they opened the bathroom door, Victoria looked up from her seat near the window. Her lips curled into a knowing grin.
“Shower good?” she asked.
Jess smirked. “Oh yeah. Great pressure.”
Ethan cleared his throat and grabbed his phone. “We, uh… should probably find dinner.”
Victoria raised an eyebrow but said nothing.




Chapter 4

Ethan had never boarded a cruise ship before, and the moment he stepped out of the terminal and saw the massive floating hotel rising above the dock, he instinctively stopped walking.
Clare bumped into his back. “Dude, you okay?”
Ethan blinked. “I was just mentally preparing for the fact that we’re spending a week on a skyscraper that floats.”
Jess, wheeling her suitcase like a woman on a mission, didn’t even look back. “It’s a boat, not the Death Star.”
Clare sidled up next to Ethan, adjusting the straps on her pineapple-print backpack. “It is huge though. Like... Titanic huge. But with more lifeboats, hopefully.”
Victoria joined them from behind, dragging her own sleek luggage and already wearing oversized sunglasses despite the fact that they were standing in the shade. “I read they have a cupcake shop and a sushi bar on deck eight. If I go missing, assume I’m trapped between frosting and raw tuna.”
Ethan chuckled as they made their way down the gangway with the rest of the passengers, dragging luggage and checking boarding passes. There was a surprising amount of chaos for something that was supposedly organized. Families with screaming toddlers, honeymooners taking selfies, and one guy in a neon tank top yelling into a Bluetooth headset about fantasy football all filed aboard like it was Black Friday at sea.
“Name and room number?” the crew member asked when they reached the check-in point.
“Ethan Daniels,” he said, handing over his pass. “We’re in the balcony suite. Two beds.”
The woman scanned the card, nodded, and gestured them forward. “Deck nine. Port side. Elevator is straight ahead, or stairs are to the right.”
They opted for the elevator. Clare pressed the button six times like it would make it arrive faster.
Jess stepped aside and glanced at her. “You know that’s not how buttons work, right?”
“It makes me feel in control,” Clare said, still tapping.
Victoria smirked. “Let her have this. It’s either that or she tries to steer the boat.”
When the elevator doors finally slid open, they crammed inside along with two other passengers and a truly unreasonable amount of beach bags.
Once they reached deck nine and dragged their bags through the narrow hallway lined with identical beige doors, Ethan found their suite and slid the keycard through the reader. The little green light blinked, and the door popped open.
Everyone paused.
The suite was... nice. Really nice.
Two queen beds, freshly made with crisp white sheets and too many decorative pillows. A sliding glass door opened to a private balcony with a small table and two chairs, and the view stretched endlessly out over the blue-green ocean. Compared to the plain beige box of a hotel room they’d crashed in last night—with its sad parking lot view and air-freshener funk—this felt like stepping into an actual vacation.
Clare darted in first, making a beeline for the bed closer to the balcony. “This one’s ours,” she declared, flopping face-first onto it with a dramatic sigh.
Jess raised an eyebrow as she dropped her bag beside the same bed. “You just assigned me a sleeping buddy, huh?”
Clare grinned into the pillow. “Duh. Group bed or bust.”
Ethan set his suitcase at the foot of the bed and shrugged. “Guess I’m included by default.”
Jess smirked. “You’re the human mattress, remember?”
Victoria stepped inside last, surveying the setup with a wry smile. “So I get the introvert bed?”
Clare rolled over and peeked up. “It’s a great bed. Very peaceful. You’ll get all the pillows to yourself.”
Victoria set her suitcase beside the other bed and nodded. “Honestly? That sounds perfect.”
Jess was already pulling off her sneakers. “Until you get jealous of our snuggle pile.”
Victoria chuckled. “I’ll survive.”
Ethan set his bag down at the foot of the bed Clare claimed and looked around. “This place must’ve cost a fortune.”
Clare turned from where she was fiddling with the balcony door. “Totally worth it.”
Jess nodded, kicking her shoes off. “We wanted you to actually relax. This is step one.”
Victoria plucked the fake banana from the fruit bowl and held it up. “Step two: find real food.”
It didn’t take long for them to change into lighter clothes. Clare pulled on a peach-colored bikini and a sheer white cover-up that she immediately forgot to close. Jess went with her black two-piece and a pair of denim shorts. Victoria wore a dark green one-piece with a wrap skirt and a huge sunhat that made her look like she belonged in a fashion catalog.
Ethan stuck with swim trunks and a plain gray T-shirt.
They made their way to the pool deck, following signs and the smell of coconut sunscreen. The deck was crowded but not unbearable—families lounging, older couples reading books under umbrellas, and a handful of overly excited college kids already halfway to drunk.
The main pool was a large oval, surrounded by rows of lounge chairs and a tiki-style bar with a thatched roof. Music played from hidden speakers—some sort of soft reggae-pop beat that felt like it came pre-installed with the cruise.
Clare grabbed Ethan’s hand. “C’mon, let’s claim chairs before all the shady ones are gone.”
Jess led the charge, snagging four loungers in a row just off to the side under an overhang. She tossed her towel down like a flag. “Territory claimed.”
Clare immediately dropped onto hers and stretched out like a cat in a sunbeam. “I’m never moving again.”
Victoria kicked off her sandals and settled into her seat, pulling her hat over her eyes. “Wake me up when they invent chair-side margaritas.”
Ethan sat on the edge of his lounger, watching the crowd. “You know this is technically still step zero, right?”
Jess looked at him, amused. “Step zero?”
“Yeah. The ship hasn’t even left port.”
Clare groaned. “Ugh. So it’s just a really fancy parking lot right now.”
“It’s a fancy parking lot with booze,” Victoria mumbled under her hat.
Jess stood and stretched. “Speaking of booze—anyone want a drink?”
All three hands went up.
Jess gave Ethan a pointed look. “You’re coming with. I’m not hauling four drinks by myself.”
They made their way to the bar, standing in a short line behind a guy ordering three mojitos and something neon blue with fruit on top. Ethan glanced around. “This is kind of surreal.”
Jess leaned on the counter. “The last month’s been surreal. At least this version has sunscreen and rum.”
“True.”
When it was their turn, Jess ordered a beer for herself, a mojito for Clare, a margarita for Victoria, and a rum punch for Ethan.
“Didn’t know I was a rum punch guy,” he said as the bartender mixed.
“You are now,” Jess said. “It’s vacation law.”
They returned to their seats, distributing drinks. Clare sat up just long enough to sip hers and give an approving nod. “This is dangerously good.”
Victoria pulled her hat back and raised her glass. “To floating in luxury.”
Ethan clinked glasses with her. “And to not doing anything productive for seven whole days.”
Jess raised her beer. “Cheers to that.”
They spent the afternoon like that—lounging, sipping, dipping into the pool to cool off. At one point Clare challenged Ethan to a chicken fight in the water, which ended badly for her when Jess lifted Ethan onto her shoulders instead and he won by default. Clare pouted for fifteen whole minutes before Victoria bribed her back to happiness with a shared plate of nachos.
By early evening, the ship had finally pulled away from port. The horn sounded—a long, deep blast that shook the railings and sent a ripple of cheers across the deck. People gathered along the edges to wave at the shrinking coastline.
Clare leaned on the railing, wind tugging her hair back. “Goodbye, boring land life.”
Jess stood beside her, sipping the last of her beer. “Hello, floating chaos.”
Victoria appeared behind them, towel draped over one shoulder. “We should try one of the nicer restaurants tonight. I heard there’s a French one with ridiculous desserts.”
Ethan walked up, towel slung around his neck. “Desserts sound good. Better than buffet meatloaf.”
Clare turned and grinned. “So, you’re admitting this cruise was a good idea?”
He hesitated, looking at all three of them—sun-kissed, relaxed, happy.
“Yeah,” he said, smiling. “It really was.”
They headed back to the suite, each of them peeling off to shower and get dressed one by one. Clare came out first in a flowy dress with spaghetti straps, barefoot and still drying her hair with a towel. Jess followed in dark jeans and a fitted tank top, already slipping earrings into place. Victoria stepped out last, zipping up a sleek green dress and adjusting the neckline like she was going to dinner with royalty.
Ethan threw on dark pants and a button-up shirt, running a hand through his hair in the mirror.
“Damn,” Clare said from the bed. “You clean up nice.”
Ethan glanced over. “Says the girl who spilled poolside nachos on herself earlier.”
“Those don’t count. That was leisure nacho time.”
Jess stepped into her heels. “Let’s go. Before Clare starts ranking breadsticks by flavor again.”
Clare gasped. “You liked my breadstick spreadsheet.”
Victoria grabbed her purse. “I feel like I missed something and I’m glad.”
Ethan held the door open as they filed out, the hallway dimly lit with warm lights.
As they walked toward dinner, Clare leaned close and whispered to Ethan, “This is gonna be a good trip. I can feel it.”
Ethan didn’t argue. He just smiled and followed the sound of their laughter down the hall.




Chapter 5

Ethan stood at the rail of the cruise ship just after breakfast, coffee in hand, watching the Cayman Islands grow larger on the horizon. The water was an almost comical shade of turquoise—like someone had gone too hard with the saturation slider in Photoshop. The air smelled faintly of salt and sunscreen. Behind him, he could hear Clare and Jess arguing over sunglasses.
“These are too big,” Jess said. “You look like a bug.”
“They’re stylish!” Clare protested. “You just have square-face bias.”
Victoria stepped out of the suite in a strapless navy romper and sandals, sunglasses already perched on her head. “Are we still on sunglasses? We’ve had breakfast, a full wardrobe change, and three wardrobe re-changes. Can we please go get off this boat before it leaves without us?”
Jess adjusted her ponytail and grabbed the day bag. “Let’s go. If Clare takes one more selfie, I’m throwing her phone in the ocean.”
“You threaten that daily,” Clare muttered, snapping another shot anyway.
The four of them made their way off the ship and into the sunny madness of the port. There were signs, loudspeakers, a steel drum band, and at least five different vendors aggressively trying to sell them snorkeling packages before they’d even cleared customs.
Ethan followed behind the girls, backpack slung over one shoulder, sunglasses on, trying not to look like a confused dad on a school field trip. He watched as Clare bounced with excitement at everything—shells, a guy with parrots, even a random lizard crossing the path.
“I love this place,” she said for the third time in five minutes.
“You say that every time we go somewhere,” Jess replied, sipping her iced coffee.
Clare pointed at a row of beach shuttles. “Well, I mean it this time.”
Jess pulled her phone out and checked a note. “Okay. The cabana is about fifteen minutes away. Private rental, with a beach, infinity pool, and daybeds.”
Ethan raised an eyebrow. “Hold on. Infinity pool? Next to the actual ocean?”
“That’s what I said!” Jess replied, smirking. “Apparently, it’s ‘a vibe.’”
Clare twirled in place. “It’s a luxury vibe.”
Victoria flagged down the shuttle driver with the ease of someone who traveled a lot. The man loaded their bags into the back and gestured for them to climb in.
As they drove through town, the scenery shifted from crowded tourist shops and cruise traffic to quieter roads lined with palm trees and beach cottages. Clare pressed her face against the window like a kid in a candy store, pointing at anything remotely beach-adjacent.
“Look! That dog has sunglasses!”
Jess glanced over. “Pretty sure they’re goggles.”
“Still counts.”
Eventually, the shuttle pulled onto a private drive that led to a gated property nestled between tall palms and thick greenery. A clean, modern sign read “Sea Haven Cabana” in sleek lettering.
Victoria was the first one out, already adjusting her hat. “Now this is what I imagined.”
The property was beautiful—way more than Ethan expected. A shaded stone walkway led to a wide patio, where a low wooden cabana structure framed a small, modern kitchen and open seating area with long white curtains fluttering in the breeze. To the left, a rectangular infinity pool stretched to the edge of the cliffside, overlooking the ocean. The beach below was narrow but pristine, with pale sand and not a single other person in sight.
“Holy crap,” Ethan muttered. “This looks like a stock photo for rich people vacations.”
Clare dropped her bag and did a spin in the middle of the patio. “Best. Surprise. Ever.”
Jess headed straight for the poolside loungers, already pulling off her tank top to reveal her red bikini top. “This might be the peak of the trip. I don’t even care if we get sunburned.”
Victoria grabbed a lounge chair next to hers and peeled off her romper to reveal a sleek black one-piece with a plunging neckline. “I brought a whole book and I fully plan to pretend to read it while I nap.”
Ethan dropped his bag near the bar and looked at Clare. “You want to swim?”
Clare shook her head, pulling her hair up into a messy bun. “Not yet. I wanna explore. See what’s around here.”
Jess raised her head from her lounge chair. “You mean, go hiking?”
Clare shrugged. “Or wandering. I don’t know. Jungle-adjacent adventuring.”
Ethan smirked. “You just want to go snoop around, don’t you?”
“I prefer the term meander enthusiast,” Clare replied, grabbing a water bottle and slipping on her sandals. “You coming?”
Ethan looked over at Jess and Victoria, already stretched out by the pool. “You two good here?”
Victoria didn’t even open her eyes. “As long as you’re back before cocktail hour.”
Jess waved them off. “We’ll keep the chairs warm.”
Clare grabbed Ethan’s hand, and the two of them wandered down the narrow dirt path that disappeared into the trees. The path was rough but manageable, winding between palms and thick tropical plants. Sunlight filtered through the leaves in sharp patterns on the ground.
“Feels like we’re in a movie,” Clare said, stepping over a tree root. “Like, any second, a monkey could swing out and steal your hat.”
“I don’t have a hat,” Ethan replied.
“Exactly,” she said, pointing at him. “The monkey’s already won.”
They walked in silence for a bit, the path narrowing as it curved toward a more shaded area. The sand shifted under their feet, turning soft and pale again.
Clare paused at a small clearing. A patch of flat sand sat beneath a massive, overhanging palm, thick greenery creating a sort of natural alcove. Beyond that, the sound of waves crashing against rocks echoed in the distance.
She turned to Ethan, eyes gleaming with something mischievous. “So…”
He raised an eyebrow. “What?”
She stepped closer, her hand sliding over his chest. “We’re alone.”
“We’re technically trespassing,” he said, glancing around.
“Semantics,” Clare replied, tugging him down by the shirt. “Also, you look very good in vacation mode.”
Ethan wrapped his arms around her waist. “Clare…”
Her fingers played with the waistband of his swim trunks. “Just a little fun?”
His resistance lasted about two seconds before her lips were on his, warm and demanding, and her hands were already under his shirt.




Chapter 6

The clearing was just far enough off the path to feel private, shielded by thick jungle brush and the slope of the hill behind them. The palm overhead arched like a lazy canopy, and the patch of flat, warm sand beneath it felt like it had been made for exactly this moment. Ethan glanced around out of habit, but they were alone. No trail, no hikers, no birds, not even a stray iguana. Just the distant crash of waves and Clare’s hands sliding up his chest.
“Clare…” he started, tone low, not exactly protesting but still trying to sound responsible.
She didn’t give him time to finish.
She kissed him, slow but deliberate, her lips soft and warm against his. Her hands moved with purpose—one sliding around his neck, the other slipping under his shirt to trace his bare skin. Ethan responded without hesitation, hands gripping her waist, pulling her closer.
Clare tugged at his shirt. “Off.”
He laughed into her mouth. “You could at least say please.”
She smirked and leaned back, reaching for the hem herself. “No time for manners.”
He raised his arms, and she yanked the shirt up and over his head, tossing it into a nearby bush. Her hands immediately went to his chest, fingertips tracing over the lines of muscle and the sparse trail of hair that ran down his stomach.
“You’ve been holding out on me,” she murmured, her voice breathy.
“I literally walk around shirtless at home all the time.”
“Yeah, but not with this lighting,” she said, pulling him into another kiss.
Ethan’s hands found the small of her back, then lower, fingers slipping under the hem of her cover-up. He bunched the fabric and lifted it over her head, revealing her peach bikini beneath—thin straps, soft fabric hugging her petite curves just right. She stood there barefoot in the sand, sunlight catching the faint sheen of sweat on her skin, and gave him a look that made his blood thrum in his ears.
She stepped closer, pressing her chest against his. “You’re staring.”
“I feel like I should,” he said, hands sliding around her back. “You’re kind of ridiculous.”
Clare grinned. “Ridiculous in the hot way?”
He kissed her neck in response, lips dragging across her skin. “The dangerously distracting way.”
She gasped softly as his tongue flicked against her pulse point, and her fingers dug into his hair. “Then stop talking and distract me back.”
Ethan obliged. His hands slid down to her hips, fingers dipping into the waistband of her bikini bottoms. He gave a gentle tug, and she lifted one leg slightly, letting them slide down her thigh. He crouched as he pulled them the rest of the way down, his lips trailing over her belly, then her hip. She stepped out of the bottoms, kicking them aside, completely bare below now.
She reached behind her back and popped the clasp of her bikini top without fanfare. The fabric dropped between them, exposing her perky breasts. Ethan stood slowly, eyes locked on her body.
Clare stepped forward and pressed her bare chest against him. Her nipples grazed his skin, making him suck in a breath.
She reached down and cupped him through his swim trunks. “You’ve got a problem,” she said with a teasing glint.
“I’ve got about ten,” he said, exhaling hard. “But right now, yeah. That’s number one.”
Clare didn’t hesitate. She dropped to her knees in the sand, tugged the waistband of his trunks down, and let them fall to his ankles. His cock sprung free, already hard, flushed and pulsing. She wrapped her fingers around it and looked up at him.
“I love this view,” she said with a little smile, then leaned forward and licked a slow line up the shaft.
Ethan’s hand rested gently on the top of her head, fingers slipping through her hair. She took him into her mouth, warm and wet, moving slowly, teasing him with each stroke. Her tongue flicked around the tip, then down to the base, her hand stroking what her mouth didn’t reach.
“Clare,” he groaned. “Fuck…”
She moaned softly in response, the vibration making him twitch in her mouth. Her pace quickened, sloppy and wet now, her hand moving in tandem. He let her work him for a minute longer, enjoying the sight of her kneeling in the sand, looking up at him with flushed cheeks and glossy lips.
Then he pulled her gently back, cock slick and throbbing.
“Your turn,” he said, reaching down and lifting her to her feet.
She kissed him, tasting herself on his lips, her hand wrapping around his shaft again.
Ethan walked her backward toward the softest patch of sand, lowering her gently to the ground. She laid back, legs open, her blonde hair fanned out on the sand behind her, her chest rising and falling in quick bursts.
Ethan knelt between her legs and slid two fingers through her slick folds. She was soaked.
“Jesus,” he muttered. “You’re already dripping.”
“I’ve been wet since we left the pool,” Clare admitted with a breathy laugh. “I was trying not to hump your leg the whole walk.”
He chuckled, then slid a finger inside her. Her back arched, and she let out a soft moan.
He added a second finger, curling them just right while his thumb rubbed firm circles over her clit. She squirmed, her hips rolling into his hand.
“Right there,” she gasped. “Fuck, Ethan, yes—”
He kept going, watching her come undone, until her thighs trembled and she cried out, her orgasm rolling through her in slow, tight waves. She breathed through it, biting her lip, riding the sensation until her body stilled again.
Then she looked up at him, eyes still hazy. “I need your cock. Right now.”
He didn’t make her wait. He positioned himself at her entrance, rubbing the tip along her slick folds, teasing her just a little longer. She grabbed his hips.
“Stop being a tease.”
He pushed in slowly, watching her stretch around him, inch by inch, until he was buried to the hilt. Her head dropped back against the sand, and she let out a low, satisfied groan.
“Fuck, yes,” she breathed. “You feel so good.”
Ethan held still for a moment, savoring the tight, wet heat of her. Then he started to move—slow, deep thrusts, the kind that made her moan each time he bottomed out.
Clare’s hands gripped his arms, then his back, nails dragging lightly down his skin.
“Harder,” she whispered. “Don’t hold back.”
Ethan obeyed. He picked up the pace, slamming into her with harder strokes. The slap of skin echoed under the canopy of palms, and her cries grew louder.
Clare hooked her legs around his waist, heels digging into his back, pulling him deeper. Her breasts bounced with each thrust, and Ethan leaned down to take one nipple into his mouth, sucking hard.
Clare gasped, arching into him. “Fuck, that’s gonna make me—”
She came again, pussy clenching around him, her body jerking under him as she clawed at his back.
“Don’t stop,” she begged. “Keep going.”
He kept fucking her through her orgasm, and when she finally relaxed, he flipped her gently onto her stomach.
“You good?”
She looked over her shoulder with a dazed smile. “Do it.”
He slid back inside her from behind, gripping her hips as he thrust deep again. The angle was perfect—tight, wet, her ass bouncing with every stroke. She buried her face into the crook of her arm to muffle her moans.
“I’m close,” he said, voice rough.
She pushed back against him. “Cum on me.”
A few more hard thrusts, and Ethan pulled out with a groan, stroking his cock until he came in hot, thick ropes across her back, watching it drip down over her skin.
They stayed like that for a moment, both breathing hard, sweaty and flushed under the sun.
Eventually, Clare turned over and pulled him down beside her, giggling softly. “Well... I guess that counts as exploring.”
Ethan wiped his forehead with the back of his arm. “Yeah. Pretty thorough fieldwork.”
They cleaned up with the towels from Ethan’s bag—something Clare mocked him for until she admitted she was grateful—and dressed slowly, taking their time.
By the time they returned to the cabana, the sun had dipped lower. The air was cooler, shadows longer. Jess was reclined on one of the lounge chairs, her book open on her chest, clearly asleep. Victoria sat beside her, one hand on Jess’s thigh, sunglasses hiding her eyes but the curve of her lips hinting at a soft smile.
Ethan and Clare stopped for a second, just watching.
“They look cozy,” Clare whispered.
Ethan nodded. “Think we’ll get grilled?”
Clare smirked. “Only if they didn’t hear us.”
Jess stirred and looked up, blinking into the sunlight. She glanced at Victoria, then at Ethan and Clare approaching.
“Took your time.”
Clare shrugged, trying not to grin too hard. “Got... sidetracked.”
Jess raised an eyebrow. “Uh huh.”
Victoria just smiled, her hand still resting lightly on Jess’s leg. “Welcome back, explorers.”
Clare flopped down into the lounge chair next to her. “Best. Jungle. Ever.”
Ethan sat down beside her, stretched his legs out, and looked out over the ocean.
Yeah. Best jungle ever.




Chapter 7

The ship rocked gently as it cruised through the open sea. Inside the cabin, the lighting was soft and golden from the early afternoon sun filtering through the balcony doors. Clare sat cross-legged on the bed, lazily flipping through the cruise’s activity guide with a highlighter in one hand and a chocolate bar in the other.
“We’re doing karaoke tonight,” she declared, circling the time slot with too much enthusiasm.
Jess didn’t look up from where she lay stretched out on her stomach, reading a novel with one leg bent, absently swaying her foot. “You say that every night. Then you get stage fright and make me sing for both of us.”
“Yeah, but this time I’ve got a plan,” Clare said, tapping the guide. “We do a group number. Something Ethan can’t weasel out of.”
Ethan, sitting on the couch near the window with his laptop open, looked up. “I’m sorry, did you say group karaoke?”
“Yes,” Clare said sweetly. “It’s team-building.”
“I didn’t know we were a team,” he said.
Victoria, brushing her damp hair on the other bed, chimed in. “Oh, you’re definitely a team. Like a sexy little startup.”
Clare grinned. “Thank you. That’s exactly the energy we’re going for.”
Jess flipped a page in her book. “Can you imagine us having actual roles? Ethan’s the overworked CEO. Clare’s... HR, probably.”
“Hey,” Clare said, clearly insulted. “I’m at least creative director.”
“You’re the intern who keeps showing up in crop tops,” Jess deadpanned.
“Guilty,” Clare said, unbothered.
Ethan closed his laptop and leaned back, stretching his arms behind his head. “Okay, I’m officially banning all cruise-based workplace metaphors.”
Clare was about to respond when Victoria sat up a little straighter, her voice suddenly casual in a way that wasn’t actually casual at all.
“Can I ask you both something?” she said, glancing at Jess and Clare.
Jess blinked. “Sure.”
Clare dropped her highlighter. “Uh-oh. That tone. That’s the ‘I’ve been thinking’ tone.”
Ethan looked up from his phone, sensing the sudden shift.
Victoria tucked her legs under herself. “How’s the sex?”
There was a full beat of silence.
Ethan froze.
Jess raised her eyebrows.
Clare actually clapped a hand over her mouth like she was trying not to laugh or gasp or both.
Victoria tilted her head. “Too forward?”
Jess smirked. “Honestly? A little.”
Clare looked at Ethan, wide-eyed. “Did you know she was gonna ask that?”
“I—what? No!” Ethan said quickly, hands up. “I was just trying to enjoy my overpriced Wi-Fi plan!”
Victoria chuckled. “I’m just curious. You three seem... comfortable. And I’ve never seen anything like it up close. So yeah. I wanna know what it’s like.”
Clare grinned, now clearly warming to the idea. “Oh. You mean like, is he good in bed?”
Ethan groaned into his hands. “Please stop talking like I’m not in the room.”
Jess closed her book, placing it face-down on the bed. “It’s not a bad question, though. I mean, we are weirdly functional.”
Clare shrugged. “I think it works because we all want it to work. And the sex is—”
“Phenomenal,” Jess finished, matter-of-fact.
Clare nodded, not missing a beat. “He’s very giving.”
Victoria raised an eyebrow, clearly intrigued.
Ethan dropped his head back onto the couch. “I am not built for this conversation.”
Jess ignored him. “We’re pretty open with each other. Not just about sex, but like… everything. If one of us feels off, we talk. If something’s good, we say it. If something’s really good—”
Clare jumped in. “We text about it later.”
Victoria blinked. “Wait, you have a post-sex review group chat?”
Clare giggled. “No, but that’s a great idea.”
Jess rolled her eyes but didn’t disagree.
Victoria tapped her knee thoughtfully. “So you all sleep together... like, as a trio?”
Jess nodded. “Sometimes, yeah.”
Clare tilted her head. “Sometimes it’s just me and Ethan. Sometimes just Jess. Sometimes all three of us. Depends on the night.”
Victoria glanced at Ethan, who looked like he was doing mental breathing exercises. “And how do you handle that? No jealousy?”
Ethan sat up, rubbing the back of his neck. “Honestly? I thought there would be. But it never showed up. I think it’s because there’s no competition. No one’s trying to edge the other out.”
Clare smiled. “Plus, we’re basically co-dependent.”
Jess raised her hand slightly. “Some of us are healthily attached, thank you.”
Clare leaned against Jess, nudging her with her shoulder. “You literally follow me into the kitchen every time I move.”
“I just don’t trust you with sharp knives.”
“I’m learning!”
Victoria laughed, but then she paused, her tone shifting again. “Can I tell you why I asked?”
Ethan looked at her. “Sure.”
She hesitated, then exhaled through her nose. “I think I’m... kind of losing my mind on this trip. I didn’t realize how much I’d been alone, working, surviving on coffee and deadlines, until I got here and saw how easy things are with you all.”
Clare’s smile softened. “That’s fair. City life’s kind of brutal.”
Victoria nodded. “It is. And I guess... I’ve been feeling things. Like, real things. And I don’t know what I’m supposed to do with that.”
Jess narrowed her eyes slightly. “Are you saying you’re interested? In him?”
Victoria nodded slowly. “Maybe. I don’t know. It’s not just Ethan, though. It’s the way you all move around each other. It feels... safe. And hot. Which is a weird combo.”
Clare perked up. “It is a good combo.”
Ethan sat forward. “Look, I don’t want you to feel pressured into anything.”
Jess nodded. “Exactly. If you’re just curious, that’s totally fine. You’re allowed to just feel it and not act on it.”
Victoria gave them a half-smile. “Well, what if I want to act on it?”
Clare blinked. “You do?”
Jess raised an eyebrow. “Now?”
Victoria gave a nervous laugh. “Maybe not this second, but... I’ve been thinking about it. A lot.”
There was a pause.
Then Clare grinned. “Drinks first?”
Victoria let out a real, honest laugh and nodded. “Definitely drinks first.”
Jess stood and stretched. “Bar’s open. Let’s go feel things with alcohol.”
Clare bounced off the bed and grabbed her sandals. “This is officially the best cruise ever.”
Ethan stood, trying not to look too stunned. “Okay. Uh. Let’s go get some cocktails.”
Victoria lingered behind for a second, then said softly to Ethan, “You sure you’re okay with this?”
He met her gaze and nodded. “Yeah. But only if you are.”
Her lips curved into a small smile. “I think I might be.”
They stepped out into the hallway together, following Clare’s laughter and Jess’s deadpan commentary echoing toward the nearest bar. And just like that, something in the dynamic shifted again, but no one pulled away.




Chapter 8

After spending the evening trying new drinks at the Bar, Ethan and girls returned to the cabin. The night air rolled in through the open balcony door, bringing with it a light, salty breeze. The cruise ship was somewhere in the middle of the Caribbean, gently rocking beneath a black sky dotted with stars. Inside the cabin, the lights were low, casting a soft glow over the two queen beds and the half-empty room service cart pushed to one side.
Ethan lay stretched out on one of the beds, wearing only a pair of boxers. His head rested against a pillow propped behind him, his eyes fixed on the ceiling fan slowly spinning above. He was trying to relax, but the low whisper of Clare and Jess talking out on the balcony kept drawing his attention.
They were giggling about something—probably some meme or inside joke he wasn’t invited to yet. Every once in a while, Clare’s laughter would spike, followed by Jess’s lower, amused tone. It sounded like a secret shared too loud, but on purpose.
He smiled to himself.
A few minutes later, the bathroom door creaked open. Ethan looked over and saw Victoria step out. She was wrapped in a white towel, the kind just long enough to be decent if she didn’t move too fast. Her brown hair was damp, clinging to her collarbones, and her cheeks were still flushed from the hot water.
She paused when she noticed him watching her, then gave him a small smile.
“Hey,” she said, voice soft.
“Hey,” Ethan replied, sitting up slightly.
Victoria looked toward the balcony, then back at him. “Are they still out there?”
“Yeah,” he said. “Laughing about something. Probably you.”
She snorted and rolled her eyes. “Figures.”
She walked slowly to the bed across from his and sat down on the edge, crossing her legs and adjusting the towel slightly higher on her chest. Ethan tried not to stare but failed.
Victoria looked at him, expression unreadable. “So…”
“So.”
There was a pause.
“I’ve been thinking about earlier,” she said. “The conversation.”
Ethan nodded, sitting up fully now. “Yeah?”
Victoria bit her lip and looked down for a second before glancing toward the balcony. “Can you call them in?”
Ethan blinked. “You want me to…”
“Just ask them to come in,” she said, quiet but firm.
He stood and walked to the open door, knocking lightly on the frame. Clare and Jess turned to look at him, both still sitting in the lounge chairs, legs tucked under them.
“Hey,” Ethan said. “Victoria wants to talk to you.”
Clare immediately perked up. “Ooh, that sounds ominous.”
Jess narrowed her eyes but stood, stretching. “This better not be a multi-level marketing pitch.”
They followed him in, both barefoot and wearing matching pajama shorts and loose tank tops—Jess’s in black, Clare’s in a pastel rainbow print that probably had little stars or cartoon food on it. They stepped into the room and paused when they saw Victoria still sitting on the edge of the bed, towel wrapped around her, her eyes serious.
Clare blinked. “Did we walk into an intervention?”
Victoria stood slowly. “Not exactly.”
Jess crossed her arms. “What’s going on?”
Victoria took a breath. “I think I want to try something. New.”
Clare tilted her head. “Okay…”
Victoria looked at each of them, then said, “I want to try this. All of it. With you.”
Clare’s mouth opened slightly, but no words came out.
Jess, to her credit, didn’t look surprised. Just curious. “Like... tonight?”
Victoria nodded. “If you’re okay with that.”
There was a beat of silence, then Clare took a slow step forward. “You’re sure?”
“Yes,” Victoria said, voice a little shaky. “I’ve been thinking about it nonstop since we talked. And... I want to.”
Jess’s expression shifted. Not teasing. Not skeptical. Just calm. “Then come here.”
Victoria dropped the towel.
Just like that, it slipped to the floor, pooling around her ankles.
Ethan’s breath caught. Victoria stood completely nude, her skin still slightly damp from the shower. Her breasts were smaller than Clare’s and Jess’s, but perky, with dark pink nipples already stiff from the air. Her stomach was flat, her hips narrow, and the freckles dusting her shoulders trailed subtly down across her chest.
She was biting her lip again, but this time it looked less like nerves and more like restraint.
Clare took a step forward and placed a hand gently on Victoria’s waist. “You’re beautiful.”
Victoria let out a breath. “Thank you.”
Jess followed, her fingers brushing Victoria’s arm before she leaned in and kissed her. Soft at first, then deeper. Victoria responded, tilting her head slightly, one hand finding Jess’s shoulder.
Clare circled to Victoria’s other side, slipping a hand up to cup one breast, thumb brushing over the nipple.
Ethan sat down on the edge of the bed again, his cock already hard beneath his boxers. He watched as Victoria turned to Clare and kissed her next—this one more curious, exploratory. Jess moved behind her, kissing along her shoulder, hands sliding down her sides.
Clare peeled off her tank top and tossed it aside, her smaller breasts bouncing free. Jess followed suit, her toned body gleaming in the soft light. The three of them stood together—nude, close, exploring each other slowly.
Jess’s hand slid between Victoria’s legs, her fingers brushing lightly over her pussy. Victoria gasped against Clare’s lips, and Clare took the opportunity to kiss her deeper.
Jess looked over her shoulder at Ethan. “You planning to sit there all night?”
Clare pulled back from the kiss and gave Ethan a mischievous grin. “Yeah, come on, Mr. Architect. Time to build something fun.”
He stood and slipped off his boxers, his cock hard and already leaking pre-cum.
Victoria looked down at it, eyes widening slightly. “Jesus.”
Jess chuckled. “Told you.”
Clare stepped behind Ethan and wrapped her arms around his waist, hands sliding over his stomach and down to his cock. She stroked him slowly, guiding him closer to Victoria.
Victoria reached out and wrapped her hand around his shaft, stroking him with uncertain but eager movements. Jess knelt behind her and spread her legs slightly, fingers dipping between Victoria’s thighs, rubbing slow circles against her clit.
Ethan stepped forward, pressing the tip of his cock against Victoria’s folds, not entering—just teasing. She shivered, her free hand gripping his hip.
“I want it,” she said, breath hitching.
Jess looked up from behind her. “You sure?”
“Yes. Please.”
Ethan guided himself to her entrance and slowly pushed in. She was tight—hot and slick and clearly nervous, but her body opened around him inch by inch.
Victoria gasped. “Oh my god…”
Ethan grunted, burying himself to the hilt. “You feel incredible.”
Jess leaned up and kissed Victoria’s back, then reached around to rub her clit again. Clare circled behind Ethan and dropped to her knees, licking his balls as he thrust slowly into Victoria.
They moved together, a careful rhythm at first, letting Victoria adjust. But soon she was moaning, hips rocking in time with Ethan’s thrusts, her body shaking as Jess kept playing with her clit.
“I’m gonna come,” Victoria gasped.
Jess pressed her lips to her shoulder. “Let it happen.”
Ethan thrust deep once more, and Victoria cried out, her orgasm crashing through her. Her pussy clenched around Ethan’s cock, slick and tight.
He pulled out, and Clare guided him toward the bed. Jess helped Victoria down gently, laying her on her back. Clare straddled Ethan’s face while Jess climbed up next to Victoria.
Ethan licked Jess first, her pussy wet and ready. His tongue flicked her clit, and she moaned, grinding against his face. Clare leaned down and made out with Victoria while Jess leaned over and licked Clare’s breast.
It was a blur of mouths, hands, and bodies.
Eventually, Victoria rolled over and got on all fours. Ethan knelt behind her and slid back inside, fucking her harder this time. Clare lay beside her, letting Victoria suck on her nipple while Jess rubbed herself, watching them all.
Victoria came again—loud, shaking, her face buried in Clare’s neck.
Ethan pulled out just before he came, stroking himself until he spilled thick ropes of cum across Victoria’s back.
They collapsed onto the bed, a sweaty, tangled mess of limbs and heavy breathing.
Minutes passed.
Victoria rolled onto her side, still catching her breath. “Well… that was new.”
Clare laughed softly. “You did amazing.”
Jess reached over and handed Victoria a towel. “Welcome to the chaos.”
Ethan sat up slowly and looked at Victoria. “You okay?”
She nodded, wiping her back and then tossing the towel aside. “I’m... surprisingly okay.”
Clare got up and walked to the balcony, completely naked, the night air brushing against her skin. Jess followed, wrapping an arm around her waist. Victoria joined them, still nude, and leaned against the rail.
Ethan came up behind her and draped an arm around her shoulders.
They stood in silence, all four watching the moonlight ripple across the waves.
Ethan glanced down at Victoria, her bare shoulder warm against his chest. “You know,” he said quietly, “if you wanted to stay with us... back home... that offer’s on the table.”
Victoria turned slightly, looking up at him. “Stay with you? Like... live there?”
He nodded, brushing a damp strand of hair from her cheek. “Yeah. I mean, there’s plenty of space, and it doesn’t have to be anything you’re not ready for. But if you want it—if we feel good to you—you’re welcome. For however long you want.”
She didn’t answer right away. She looked back out over the ocean, lips slightly parted, the wind tugging gently at her hair. Clare had leaned into Jess on the other side of the balcony, their voices low, comfortable.
Then Victoria smiled, small but steady. “Yeah. I think I’d like that.”
Ethan wrapped his arm a little tighter around her and kissed the top of her head.
Jess looked over from where she stood with Clare. “We’ll need a bigger bed.”
Clare grinned. “Or just sleep in a pile.”
Victoria let out a quiet laugh, her smile widening. “I’ve never been part of a pile before.”
“You are now,” Ethan said.
They stayed like that, four bodies tangled in warmth and moonlight, while the ship carried them quietly into the night.
 




Afterword

Thanks for reading Carolina Waves. 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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